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Zusammenfassung 
 
Nach dem Ende der Kriegszüge im Rahmen des sog. Fulani-jihâd unter Usman Dan 
Fodio konnten sich die Angehörigen der verschiedenen Religionen in Nigeria bis in die 
70er Jahre des 20. Jahrhunderts hinein eines vergleichsweise friedvolle Zusammenleben 
erfreuen. Das änderte sich gegen Ende der Dekade und in den frühen 1980er Jahren, als 
es zu gewaltsamen Konfrontationen zwischen Christen und Muslimen kam, die – von 
inner-religiösen Unruhen begleitet – bis in die jüngste Gegenwart hinein unvermindert 
anhalten. Die vorliegende Arbeit beschäftigt sich mit den gewaltsamen Zusammenstößen 
zwischen Christen und Muslimen sowie den daraus für die christlich-muslimischen 
Beziehungen erwachsenen Folgen innerhalb dieses Zeitraums. Von besonderem Interesse 
sind dabei die sog.sw, die bislang in der Forschung völlig vernachlässigt wurden. Bei 
den sw handelt es sich um eine Gemeinschaft, die aufgrund ihres besonderen 
Glaubens an Jesus und ihres Verständnisses der Nachfolge Jesu an den Rändern von 
Christentum und Islam sowie gewissermaßen zwischen beiden Religionen angesiedelt ist. 
Die Arbeit geht unter anderem der Frage nach, weshalb sich die sw nicht in die 
gewaltsamen Auseinandersetzungen haben hineinziehen lassen, obgleich sie stets äußerst 
verwundbar waren und denselben Auswirkungen der immer wieder aufkommenden 
Unruhen ausgesetzt sind. 
 
Um den Umschlag von relativ friedlicher Koexistenz zu gewaltsamen Konflikten 
zwischen Christen und Muslimen in Nigeria seit den 1980er Jahren begreifbar zu 
machen, werden in der vorliegenden Arbeit sowohl die hinter dieser Entwicklung 
stehenden tieferen historischen Prozesse diskutiert, als auch die den jüngeren 
Auseinandersetzungen zugrunde liegenden Konfliktszenarien untersucht, die immer 
wieder von neuem allen Bemühungen um ein friedliches Zusammenleben 
entgegenwirken. Aus der Analyse sowohl schriftlicher als auch oraler Quellen lässt sich 
der Schluss ziehen, dass die Konflikte zwar oft entlang religiöser Bruchlinien entstehen, 
letztlich aber ihren Ursprung im Zusammenwirken einer Vielfalt von Faktoren haben: 
historischen, sozio-kulturellen, ethnischen oder regionalen, ökonomischen, politischen, 
psychologischen und religiösen – einschließlich des Einflusses von Analphabetismus, 
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Unkenntnis der anderen (wie der eigenen) Religion, Vorurteilen und Stereotypisierungen 
sowie der bewussten Manipulation von Religion. 
 
Obgleich nicht ausgeschlossen werden kann, dass auch externe Faktoren und Einflüsse 
zur Eskalation der Situation beitragen, wird in der vorliegenden Arbeit daran 
festgehalten, dass die nigerianischen Christen/-innen und Muslime/-innen selbst die 
Verantwortung dafür übernehmen müssen, ihre Beziehungen zueinander zu klären. In 
diesem Zusammenhang wird die These entwickelt, dass eine (Wieder-)Entdeckung Jesu 
als fundamentaler gemeinsamer Bezugspunkt im religiösen Denken und in der religiösen 
Praxis von Muslimen/-innen und Christen/innen, wie beispielhaft von den sw gelebt, 
auf lange Sicht hin einen konstruktiven Beitrag dazu leisten kann, über den 
gegenwärtigen Status quo hinauszugelangen. Indem die sw dogmatische Kontroversen 
über Jesus hintanstellen und sich vom Ethos, der mitleidvollen Nächstenliebe und dem 
pazifistischen Beispiel Jesu in ihrem Alltagsleben leiten lassen, heben sie sich deutlich 
von ihren vorschnell zu gewaltsamen Konfliktlösungen neigenden muslimischen und 
christlichen Nachbarn ab. Christen/-innen und Muslime/-innen  können von den 
Einsichten der sw, aber auch von der großen Hochachtung gegenüber Jesu, wie sie in 
den klassischen und zeitgenössischen volkstümlichen islamischen Quellen zum Ausdruck 
kommt, vieles lernen, was für einen fruchtbaren Dialog und ein gedeihliches 
Zusammenleben zwischen den Angehörigen beider Religionen nutzbar zu machen ist. 
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Theses 
 
1. As the title of the dissertation indicates, this research project was embarked upon in the 
hope that the ever increasingly deteriorating state of relationship between Christians and 
Muslims in Nigeria due to years of violent conflicts would change for the better if both 
groups were to be true to the tenets of their faiths. Because Jesus occupies a central place 
in both faith traditions, it is proposed that a (re)discovery of Jesus as a fundamental 
common point of reference in Christian and Muslim religious thought and practice may 
contribute to reduce the violence in communal clashes and religious riots which are being 
experienced between the adherents of both faiths. At least the question whether this could 
be a case in point for improving Christian-Muslim relations calls for further investigation 
into the relationship between Muslim and Christian Christologies. 
1.1. Our investigation into sw Christology as well as Islamic Christologies from both 
classical and popular Islamic sources reveals that although the hermeneutical differences 
between Muslims and Christians have brought about different Christologies, an 
investigation of both commonalities and differences may dispel misconceptions, 
ignorance, prejudice and stereotyping that have led to avoidable bloodshed. Furthermore, 
were both Christians and Muslims to be true to their belief and confession, bearing in 
mind the eminent position of Jesus to both faiths, the question of the violent clashes 
would have been minimal or non-existent. 
1.2. The sw are a testimony to the fact that if both Nigerian Christians and Muslims 
held to their belief and profession concerning Jesus as enshrined in their sacred texts and 
other religious sources, there would be peace and harmony cutting across religious 
boundaries. This is predicated on the analysis that the conflicts are often rooted in a 
combination of other factors other than the religious garb that has always been the smoke 
screen. The violent clashes are not always fought in defense of religious truth by both 
groups. For if both groups were knowledgeable about the tenets of their faiths and the 
religion of each other, given the high esteem reserved for Jesus in both faith traditions, 
the effects would have trickled down to a more conciliatory relationship rather than the 
enmity and hostility being witnessed.  
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2. To be able to understand the background to the violent conflicts, on the one hand, and 
the pacifist outlook of the sw due to their emulation of Jesus and which has kept them 
uninvolved in the crises, on the other hand, it is necessary to undertake a survey of the 
historical processes and other contributory factors that led to and are still responsible for 
the conflicts as well as a survey of the sw movement, using both written sources and 
oral interviews. 
2.1. Unlike in the case of research on the history of Islam and Christian-Muslim relations 
in Nigeria, the state of research on Nigerian Islamic Christologies and the sw group of 
people and their Christology could best be described as scanty and narrow. For the sw 
in particular, who happens to be the thrust of the research, the group remains illusive 
because there has been no major study of the movement. There is also no known written 
document about the movement left by its founder, Mallam Ibrahim, or by any of the first 
or second generation disciples. 
2.2. The most substantial sources on the sw are the field notes of a Nigeria research 
team from the Sudan United Mission / Christian Reformed Church, which cover the 
sw's history, location, religious belief and practice, lifestyle, culture and worldview as 
well as current Mission or Church involvement and questions of strategies for 
evangelism. The other documents available on the sw are also sparse, covering only 
the history of the initial few years of the movement and nothing more. The literature 
review presented in this dissertation gives a comprehensive overview of the present status 
of research into the subject of the thesis. 
 
 3. For the purpose of understanding the broader context, we must consider the formation 
and the profile of Islam in Nigeria. 
3.1. This can be done by starting with a brief survey of the historical development of 
what today is Nigeria and the situation that existed among the indigenous population 
before both Islam and Christianity made their ways into the country. The advent of both 
Islam and Christianity brought a strain on a relationship that was relatively peaceful. 
Nevertheless, an exploration of historical processes from pre-colonial days through the 
colonial era up to the present provides fresh insights into the evolution and consolidation 
of religious identities. 
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3.2. Furthermore, a survey of Nigeria’s major Islamic groups and organizations allows 
for assessing the potentials for conflicts or peaceful co-existence within these groups and 
organizations. 
 
4. The historical processes and other contemporary conflictive issues led to the escalation 
of violence from the late 1970’s onwards. The late 1970’s marked the transmutation of 
salient forms of conflict, which characterized previous years, into violent ones between 
Christians and Muslims. The violent confrontations witnessed in Kano, Kaduna, Bauchi, 
Jalingo, Potiskum, Plateau, Borno-Maiduguri, Jigawa, and Adamawa, as well as the few 
in the Southwest, among others, demonstrate the nature and character of religious 
conflicts in Nigeria. The effects and consequences of the violent clashes in terms of 
human, material and relational capital are better imagined than described. 
4.1. The conflicts thrive on a combination of factors primary of which is the deprivation 
of the basic needs of the parties in the conflicts. These needs range from identity, 
economic, political, religious, psychological, and the like. The crises go unchecked 
because of a government that lacks the will to protect its citizens. It can hardly be denied 
that the government does not only lack the will to put a stop to the ugly trend, but that 
some top government official and members of the elite class actually benefit from the 
chaotic situation. 
4.2. Religion is often only manipulated as a ploy by the bourgeois or elite class cutting 
across religious boundaries to hoodwink the unsuspected for their parochial and selfish 
socio-economic and political interests. Very few religionists on both Muslim and 
Christian sides perpetrate violence as a religious duty due to the increasing radicalization 
of the two faiths, both locally and internationally. The manipulation takes different forms 
– starting from the politics of the First Republic under the late Sardauna, Ahmadu Bello, 
to the Civil War, the prolonged military rule, election campaigns, the shar`a  issue, and 
the use of the media, just to mentioned but a few. 
4.3. It is suggested that the trend can only be reversed if those who are being manipulated 
know the intrigues of the manipulators and decide to refuse to be manipulated henceforth. 
Nevertheless, it can be noted that although the crises have been devastating, not all 
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relationships in Nigeria are conflictive as many Muslims and Christians still live in 
harmony even in areas that have been hit hard by the violent crises. 
 
5. One possible though by far not sufficient remedy to the conflicts lies in re-discovering 
Jesus as a model of bridging apparently irreconcilable divides by giving him the place 
due to him as postulated in both Christian and Muslim scriptures and traditions. An 
examination of perceptions of Jesus in Islam shows that indeed both Muslims and 
Christians share a lot in common regarding Jesus, which if properly understood and lived 
could contribute to transmuting both groups from conflict prone to peace loving 
neighbours.  
5.1. The richness of Islamic traditions regarding Jesus as revealed in the Qur’n, the 
Hadith, Sfism, Ahmadiyya movement, Muslim polemics and apologetics, modern 
Muslim literature, popular Islam as well as studies on Jesus’ image from Islamic sources 
by western scholars of religion and Islam show that this optimism is never baseless. 
Although many of the sources mentioned have a certain polemical tune, at least from a 
Christian point of view as far as questions of Jesus' deity, his death and resurrection, etc 
is concerned, with some of these documents dismissing his pacifism due to contemporary 
socio-political struggles, they however almost unanimously acknowledge the 
reconciliatory potentials there are in Jesus’ life and message. 
5.2. It is argued that the Jesus of Islam, if properly understood within the Islamic 
framework by both Muslims and Christians, can be a natural entrance point for dialogue 
in striving towards better understanding and mutual co-existence, which this thesis 
proposes.   
 
6. The sw group takes us further by demonstrating that it is indeed practical and 
achievable to co-exist irrespective of religious differences. Their insights regarding Jesus 
hold the key to mutual understanding and co-existence especially among Nigerian 
Christians and Muslims, bearing in mind the prominent position of Jesus in both faiths 
and traditions. 
6.1. The sw's pacifism is derived from their unalloyed submissiveness to Jesus 
pioneered by the founder of the group, Mallam Ibrahim. His search for the truth as a 
 xi
result of the laxity that had set in following the jihâd onslaught and reform bid of 
‘Uthman Dan Fodio, led him to a radical reinterpretation of Qur’nic references to Jesus, 
in which Jesus is understood to be the closest to God among all Qur’nic prophets 
including Muhammad and therefore the one to be followed. His discovery and devotion 
to Jesus which soon incurred the wrath of the power-that-be provided the opportunity for 
the movement to demonstrate a radical alternative to repaying evil with evil, as Mallam 
Ibrahim insisted on a non-violent approach. Since then, pacifism has been their 
watchword despite constant persecution and provocation – not because of cowardice or 
their alleged minority status, as some people see it, but because of their desire to emulate 
Jesus. 
6.2. As in Sfism, although with substantial variants, Jesus ceases to be a set of ideas to 
be disputed. Jesus is seen instead as a living example in piety, love for God, renunciation 
of the world, pacifism and all the likes. As a group whose ultimate aim is to draw closer 
to God, the practical relevance of Jesus’ moral conduct and character is what matters to 
them rather than any theoretical or doctrinal contestation. Their desire to live as Jesus 
lived has trickling effects not only within the sw community but also in their 
relationship with their neighbours.  
 
7. From the aforesaid, it can be deduced that the proposition of this dissertation is never 
beyond reach. 
7.2. First, every effort must be made to dispel the illiteracy, ignorance, prejudice, 
misperceptions and stereotyping that have characterized Christian-Muslim relations in 
Nigeria over the years. The study shows that Nigerian Muslims, like their Christian 
counterparts, do not fully understand or comprehend the richness and the potential which 
there is within their religious tenets with particular reference to Jesus for mutual co-
existence. If Christians were to learn from the sw perceptions of Jesus and its 
consequence on their relational life with their neighbours by re-discovering the true 
meaning of Jesus as the prince of peace upon which Christianity is founded, their 
knowledge of Islamic Christologies as discussed in the thesis, would be the bedrock upon 
which to build friendships and initial dialogue that could translate into harmonious co-
existence. 
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7.2. The thesis was embarked upon in the hope that a more mutual co-existence between 
Christians and Muslims in Nigeria is possible, given the right attitude and atmosphere. 
Like the sw, Christians will do well to abandon their aggressive polemical and 
apologetic approach by deemphasizing doctrinal controversies about Jesus to focus on 
appropriating his moral and pacifist example. Christians can choose to be channels 
through which Jesus can reach out to meet the needs in society by engaging in common 
humanitarian causes without any form of discrimination. The “tooth for tooth” approach 
has only emboldened each camp in the crises as each group plots to eliminate or silence 
the other for its own survival.  
 
8. That being said, the research raised more questions than it is able to answer. 
8.1. There is therefore the need to address other issues raised like Nigerians’ fixation with 
their past, the increasing apartheid settlement pattern, citizenship and indigeneship issues, 
Nigeria’s secular status, the radicalization of Islam vis a vis Christian fundamentalism 
and the rise of the “third cheek theology” in the North compared to the relative calm in 
the Southwest among the Yoruba, poverty and the almajiri system and the role of the 
media. A comparative study of the sw movement and Sfism and other Islamic groups 
could also serve as an added impetus to understanding who the sw are and why they 
are what they are. 
8.2. When Jesus takes his rightful place as demanded by Christian and Muslim creeds, 
the unresolved issues responsible for the conflicts would begin to receive the right 
attention with a commitment to resolving or minimizing them. Otherwise, peace will 
remain illusive in Nigeria. 
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few Hausa words derived from Arabic roots which do not carry the diacritical marks 
similar to some of the transliterated Arabic words. 
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CHAPTER ONE: GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1.1 Purpose of Study 
The focus of this research borders on the question of whether and how the high esteem 
and the veneration of Jesus in Islam and Christianity can serve as a starting point for 
overcoming violent conflicts in the Northern Nigerian context. Given Nigeria’s history of 
inter-religious relations and the limited knowledge of the other’s religion, many 
Christians might question the rationale behind this proposition.  Kwame Bediako once 
observed that: 
 
Strange as it may seem, theological affirmations are meaningful ultimately, not in 
terms of what adherents say, but in terms of what persons of other faiths 
understand those affirmations to imply for them. In other words, our Christian 
affirmations are validated when their credentials and validity are tested not only in 
terms of the religious and spiritual universe in which Christians habitually 
operate, but also – indeed especially – in terms of the religious and spiritual 
worlds which persons of other faiths inhabit. For it is in those ‘other worlds’ that 
the true meaning of Jesus Christ becomes apparent and validated. Christian 
history shows that as Christian faith engages with new cultures, new insights 
about Jesus Christ emerge.1 
 
This being the case, Christian witness for Jesus, as Bediako points out, can be enriched 
by other points of view. In other words, Christians do not only need an in-depth 
knowledge of Christology from the Christian perspective as a basis for explaining 
Christian beliefs to the Muslims but they also need to know Islam. They must understand 
the Muslims and where they are coming from, their beliefs including how their 
perception of Jesus has influenced how they view Christianity and Christians in general. 
The proper understanding of another’s faith including one’s perceptions of his or her own 
faith leads to a better understanding and practice of one’s faith. It is also crucial in 
fostering peaceful living and co-existence in a multi-religious setting.  
 
                                                 
1 K. Bediako, ‘Christianity, Islam and the Kingdom of God: Rethinking their Relationship from an African 
Perspective’, in Journal of African Thought, Vol. 17, No. 2 (Dec. 2004): p. 6. 
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Nigeria is a very suitable test-case for this research. As a country of over 140 million 
people almost equally divided between Christians and Muslims with few still holding to 
the traditional religions, a (re)discovery of Jesus as a fundamental common point of 
reference in Christian and Muslim religious thought and practice may contribute to 
reduce the violence in communal clashes and religious riots which are being experienced 
between the adherents of both faiths. At least the question whether this could be a case in 
point for improving Christian-Muslim relations calls for further investigation into the 
relationship between Muslim and Christian “Christologies”. Although the conflicts often 
arise along religious fault lines, a combination of factors are known to be responsible, 
most of which include historical, socio-cultural, ethnic or regional, economic, political, 
psychological or religious – including the manipulation of religion. Illiteracy, ignorance 
of the other’s religion, prejudice and stereotyping are also key factors. Most Christians 
and Muslims in Nigeria are ignorant of the religion of their neighbour. A case in point is 
one of the recent religious riots in Dutse, Jigawa State (October, 2006).2 The violent 
confrontation which led to the burning, destruction or vandalization of about sixteen 
places of Christian worship and places of businesses began with a Muslim lady insulting 
Jesus in the presence of a Christian lady. The Christian lady in turn decided to insult 
Muhammad. The Muslim lady then felt offended, raised alarm and the result was a huge 
religious riot. Maybe, the Dutse case would have been averted or at least not been caused 
by a religious quarrel if both ladies would have had a more precise knowledge of the 
religion of the other. The Muslim lady should have known that Jesus has a very special 
place in both Muslim and Christian traditions. Jesus (sa Ibn Mariam) is one of the 
prophets treated with extreme reverence in the Qur’n and Islamic traditions, who 
therefore should not be vilified, blasphemed or insulted. To insult Jesus was an un-
Islamic act. In fact, it cannot be an overstatement to say that belief in and love of Jesus 
along with all of God’s prophets is absolutely necessary for Muslims. On the other hand, 
if the Christian lady had had any knowledge of Islam, she should have known that to 
insult any religious figure is un-Christ-like to the Christian and blasphemous to the 
Muslim. 
                                                 
2 J. I. Fearon, “What Lessons can we Learn from the Recent Dutse Riots?” October 23, 2006, pp. 1-4 
(unpublished) 
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Both, the Muslim and the Christian in the ‘Dutse Episode’ have therefore demonstrated 
ignorance not only of the other’s religion but their own religions respectively. Although 
the aforesaid factors responsible for the ever increasing hostility in Christian-Muslim 
relations in Nigeria cannot be relativized as we shall show, the problem has been 
compounded by the selfish intrigues of some few elites who have placed their personal 
and group interests above patriotism and national interests.  Such individuals and groups 
manipulate or hide under religion to cover their real intensions. Their hypocritical attitude 
of manipulating or hiding under religion to achieve political and economic gain has 
thrived on the ignorance of the other’s religion and their real intention by the masses. The 
result is the ever heightened religious conflicts not only in Dutse but across all of Nigeria.  
 
Before the 1970’s, Christians and Muslims co-existed in a relatively peaceful 
atmosphere. Although religious and cultural boundaries had been produced through 
various historical epochs and processes as we shall show, they did not frequently lead to 
violent conflicts between opposing religious, cultural and ethnic communities. Instances 
of mutual co-existence then between Christians and Muslims exemplified through the 
exchange of food and other pleasantries during festivities like `d al-kabr and Christmas 
is still fresh in the memories of many Nigerians. Due to Nigeria’s inter-religious 
environment evident in multifaith families, clans, ethnic groups who share kinship ties, 
languages and citizenship, many Nigerians did not imagine that religion would ever 
become a cause of confrontation between Christians and Muslims. Students of Nigerian 
history all agree that the relatively peaceful atmosphere took a down turn for the worse 
beginning in the late 1970’s. The shar`a debate pitting Christians against Muslims began 
at the national level but spilled over into local communities. Coinciding with the Iranian 
revolution, religionists and politicians took advantage of the situation to further their 
personal interests. In the end, the masses were radicalized resulting in a rising tide of 
suspicion and hostility never witnessed before. The volatile environment times without 
number activated historic communal and ethnic conflict issues, leading to a complex 
interplay of factors in the conflicts. Northern Nigeria remained the primary setting for 
some of the worst clashes. How can this trend be reversed? This research seeks to argue 
that because of the high esteem accorded to Jesus in both Christianity and Islam, such 
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common love for him could help to build bridges of understanding and mutual friendship 
between each community of faith if Christians would be Christian and Muslims would be 
Muslims. 
 
1.2 Significance of the Study 
 
This research topic has been carefully selected because of its relevance to the Nigerian 
community.3 As indicated, the religious violent clashes and riots that have erupted in 
Nigeria over the years have lead into a cul-de-sac. Both Christians and Muslims have 
reached a decimal point of total disillusionment with no idea of the way forward. Because 
Jesus is held in high esteem by both Christians and Muslims alike, this research tries to 
open a new window of dialogue. As both groups will be made to re-examine and re-
interpret their sacred texts on the identity and mission of Jesus, it is hoped that the deep 
seated suspicion and hatred of ‘the other’, as a result of long years of conflict, will give 
way to mutual co-existence based on trust and respect. This mutuality will not only be 
felt across religious boundaries (inter-religious) but even within (intra-religious). It will 
be made clear that the inter-religious conflicts witnessed over the years are a betrayal of 
both Christian and Muslim commitments. They contradict what both faiths profess. 
Awakening people about the root causes of the conflicts might help them to refuse to be 
manipulated by those who take cover under religion to gain cheap political and economic 
gains. 
 
As a result of this work, it is hoped that the gulf that has emerged between Christianity 
and Islam and the adherents of both faiths might be minimized. Although the 
hermeneutical differences between Muslims and Christians have brought about different 
Christologies, even within Islam and Christianity respectively, an investigation of both 
commonalities and differences may dispel misconceptions that have led to avoidable 
                                                 
3 K. Howard and J. A. Sharp have in their discussion of “Selecting and Justifying a Research Topic”, 
observed that the right of researchers to select topics, which have no apparent value for the community at 
large, is however being increasingly questioned. They maintain that there is little point in studying 
apparently irrelevant and trivial topics if alternative topics of ‘importance’ can be identified. See K. 
Howard and J. A. Sharp, The Management of a Student Research Project (Aldershot: Gower Publishing 
Company, 1983): pp. 36-37. 
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bloodshed. In fact, becoming aware not only of what they share in common but also the 
hermeneutical differences that are responsible for the differences in their Christologies 
may even be an added impetus in paving the way for a better understanding between 
them. It is hoped that this understanding will stimulate a quest for focusing on the 
common problems affecting them rather than those that divide. It is also hoped that this 
would revitalize and renew past and existing efforts at mutual co-existence which have so 
far yielded little or no tangible results. Finally, this work is significant because as a 
pioneering work, it is likely to serve as a reference point for further studies to come in the 
future.   
 
1.3 Scope and Limitation 
 
Because much has been written on the person of Jesus in Islam, especially in classical 
Islamic sources as we will see in chapter five, more attention will be focused on Nigeria 
Muslims’ views of Jesus. Because there are many brands of Islam in Nigeria, the research 
had to be further limited. The researcher has decided to focus on the sw in Northern 
Nigeria for four reasons: 
 
(1) The first is the fact that Northern Nigeria has experienced more religious riots and 
disturbances than any other region in the country. Northern Nigeria is known for its 
plurality. P. C. Logams has rightly described it as having “the highest socio-political and 
religious plurality of any of the regional units of the federation.”4 Of the over 370 ethnic 
groups in Nigeria, Northern Nigeria accounts for well over seventy percent of Nigeria’s 
ethnic groups. There is no region in Nigeria where Islam and Christianity meet under 
conditions that are potentially more conflictive than Northern Nigeria. Apart from inter-
religious conflicts, there are also instances of intra-religious conflicts. The reintroduction 
of shar`a in twelve Northern states (Zamfara, Sokoto, Katsina, Kano, Jigawa, Bauchi, 
Yobe, Maiduguri, Kaduna, Kebbi, Gombe and Niger), beginning in 1999/2000, has 
                                                 
4 P. C. Logams, “The Middle Belt Movement in Nigerian Political Development: A Study in Political 
Identity, 1949-1967” (Keele: Unpublished Ph.D Thesis, University of Keele, 1985): p. 2, quoted in S. G. 
Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analysis with Two Case Studies” 
(Bradford: Unpublished Ph.D Thesis, University of Bradford, 1996): p. vi. 
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further complicated the situation. Clashes of unprecedented propensities, sometimes 
repeatedly in the same location, have been witnessed between Christians and Muslims 
with no sign of abating soon.   
  
There are not as many religious conflicts in Southwestern, Southern and Southeastern 
Nigeria. Although Christians and Muslims claim to be 50/50 in the southwest (Yoruba-
land), historical, ethnic and political conditions have defined and driven their relationship 
in almost the opposite direction from that of the north. The strong cultural and ethnic 
homogeneity which bound the Yoruba together have largely pushed religion to the 
periphery. Although the trend is changing fast due to a more mixed population given the 
influx of many Northern Muslims to the South and Southeast, the region is still relatively 
more ‘peaceful’. 
 
(2) The second reason for focusing on Northern Nigeria and the sw is that the country 
as a whole is too large. In order to make the study more manageable, the area of study 
had to be limited bearing in mind the fact that the sw are mostly, if not all, resident in 
the north. Even within the north, they are found in different proportion across nine 
northern states in Bauchi, Jigawa, Kano, Katsina, Sokoto, Kaduna, Maiduguri, Yobe and 
Adamawa. Because there is no significant sw population in Maiduguri, Yobe, 
Adamawa, Katsina, Kaduna and Sokoto, the researcher further narrowed the focus on 
three states: Bauchi, Jigawa and Kano where field research was carried out in some 
villages. It is worth mentioning the difficulties encountered in carrying out the interviews 
among the sw. The sw are very reserved about sharing information on their views, 
especially when it comes to their religious belief, practice and location. Their reticence5 
could be easily noticed given the sketchy information on some aspects that certainly 
deserve much more elaboration. In fact, we cannot rule out that there could be 
misinformation on some aspects. During my first contacts with them in various 
communities during my preliminary field research, I assumed that they would be a very 
                                                 
5 The Calvary Ministry (CAPRO) research team calls them an occult group for their reluctance in revealing 
to outsiders their form of worship and other practices. CAPRO paper “Practical Questions into the Heart of 
Every Culture: sw (Digawa) Field” (unpublished, nd): p. 5. In my possession. 
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open community due to the reception and hospitality accorded me. I assumed that 
interviewing them would be as easy as they were open and amenable. This assumption 
proved quite a mistake as the opposite was the case when I actually came for the real 
interview. On disclosing my intention, I was quickly made to understand that they 
consider their religious leaders, the mallams, their only spokespersons when it comes to 
religion and other sensitive communal issues. In fact, their extreme loyalty to the ethos of 
their group became glaring and portrayed them as a group under a sacred oath. Many of 
them became withdrawn and would only refer me to the mallams. The few that responded 
either denied that their founding leader was killed or pretended that they did not know the 
answers to my questions especially when it had to do with the history of the movement; 
ban sani ba sai dai an sanar dani (I don’t know unless you want to educate me), said 
Mallam Suleiman as well as others.6 On approaching the said religious leaders, they were 
also very reserved in passing on any information to a ‘stranger’ or an outsider, who 
would just be among them for a mere five to six months of research.7 I was made to 
understand that many of them object to narrate the history of the sw movement 
because Mallam Ibrahim, their founding saint, was killed in the manner of blasphemers 
and heretics. The two different traditions, the denial that Ibrahim was executed at all and 
the reluctance to talk about it, therefore seems to be rooted in the shame of having their 
founder, their revered saint, executed as a heretic and blasphemer.8 After many attempts 
within the first two months of residence, I was left with information that was not as 
comprehensive as I had expected. The SUM-CRC research team rightly observed that 
one needs a longer period of time, within which a kind of attitude known as tawali’u 
(humility) would be imbibed if the desired result is to be achieved.9 To be able to 
succeed, a level of trust must be established. The participatory observation which I 
intended to do therefore yielded less result than anticipated. Consequently, in many cases 
I had to rely on the mallams and to some extend, on the missionaries who had served in 
                                                 
6 Interview, Mallam Suleiman Yusufu, Girgagu, Bauchi, 24.11.08. 
7 I soon realized that to be able to get the desired result, I would need not less than five years living among 
them to personally have the opportunity to observe and experience the community on a day to day basis. 
8 Interview, Mallam Bulus, Girgagu, 25.11.08. Confirmed by SUM-CRC Nigeria’s document. sw/06. 
9  Tawali’u means “submissiveness, but with dignity. Showing respect to someone and to someone’s 
culture.” See Case van Wyk and Hosea Hoga “The sw, Disciples of Jesus: An Incarnate Approach to the 
Theological Development Among an African Religious Group that Falls Between Islam and Christianity” 
(Jos: SUM-CRC Nigeria, June 20, 1997, unpublished): p. 6.  
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some of their villages for a significant amount of time. The camcorder I intended to use 
to document their way of life was of no use because they were not readily available for 
interview, not to talk of allowing me to videotape their festivities. I understood that this 
applies to all those who are strangers visiting sw villages. The recent Jos inter-
religious crisis (November 2008) and the subsequent one in Bauchi (January 2009) also 
interrupted the field research and brought to a halt the scheduled interview itinerary. 
Having finished with the selected villages in Bauchi and Jigawa, it became impossible to 
travel to Kano at the height of the crises. Consequently, I had to make arrangements with 
the respondents from Kano to come to Jos for the interviews which they happily 
complied with. As to this phase of my field research, I therefore did not have the 
opportunity to visit the villages and to meet the people face to face, as originally 
intended. 
 
(3) The third reason for focusing on Northern Nigeria and the sw is the fact that the 
group is very obscure with little or no documented history. This study therefore is a 
pioneering attempt at bringing to public notice one of Nigeria’s religious movements with 
great reconciliatory potentials.  
 
(4) The fourth and the most significant reason is the sw's unique portrayal of Jesus that 
has earned for them sympathy on both the Christian and Muslim side as both religions 
consider them as partially members of their own religious communities. This group does 
not only hold Jesus in high esteem as the other Muslim groupings but has gone a step 
further. Because their most important goal is to draw nearer to God, they see Jesus as the 
greatest prophet and the most terrific example of how one can get nearer to God. The 
sw refer to Muhammad as a mere messenger of God, while Jesus is considered the 
central figure in the revelation of Allh. They feel that established Islam in Northern 
Nigeria has gone astray because of its preoccupation with the figure of the ‘Prophet’ 
Muhammad. The centrality of sa is confirmed for them by the experience of 
empowerment that comes to them from invoking His name. However, because all they 
know about Jesus comes from the Qur’n, not the Old or New Testaments, the Christian 
assertion that Jesus is God and the Son of God, the second person of the Trinity, is not 
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accepted.10 While more will be explored in the course of this research as to how and why 
the sw came to these conclusions about Jesus, it is of great significance to note already 
at this point that they have remained uninvolved in all the inter-religious riots between 
Christians and Muslims in Nigeria. Therefore, this research argues that a proper and 
genuine understanding of the sw’s perception of Jesus could further serve as a window 
for a meaningful and responsible dialogue and conflict resolution between Christians and 
Muslims in Nigeria.  
 
Although in this study attention is paid to the more recent conflicts over the last three to 
four decades, events and developments predating these years as seen in chapters two and 
three have been surveyed because the areas of conflict and the identity formation of the 
groups involved in these conflicts emerged over a long period of time and through 
various historical processes. This is important in order to determine the roots and the 
trends that led to the evolution of religious identities and antagonisms.  
 
Furthermore, it must be stressed at this point that we do not intend to allocate more blame 
on any particular religion when it comes to religious violence and atrocities. The 
temptation of slipping into subjectivity could easily trap a biased mind. It is a known fact 
that any religion can be a source of identity and conflict depending on the areas of the 
conflict and the imminent situation. For example, while the platform for political 
resistance and opposition in places like the Philippines, Jordan, Palestine, Algeria, Egypt 
etc has been Islam, and was mostly directed against Muslim regimes (except in the 
Phillipines), Christianity served as the corresponding platform in Uganda, Northern 
Ireland, etc. The treatment of the conflicts in this research should be understood on the 
basis of Nigeria’s historical, cultural, political and religious contexts. This is more so 
since the exploitation of the masses and the manipulation of religion in Northern Nigeria 
are perpetrated by a small class of rulers cutting across religious divide as we shall show. 
                                                 
10 SUM-CRC Nigeria office document. sw/03. 
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The implications of the aforementioned limitations and some others11 are that the 
conclusions of the research would not be the final word on the subject matter. Rather, it is 
hoped that it will be the beginning point for further research. 
 
1.4 Research Questions 
 
Although a detailed questionnaire is attached in the appendix, the fundamental research 
questions which served as the motivation for this study and for which answers are sought 
are: 
1. Why have inter-religious crises been on the increase since the late 1970’s in Nigeria? 
2. What role does Nigeria’s historical past play in these conflicts? 
3. In what way is religion a factor in these conflicts? 
4. Why have the sw remained uninvolved in the conflicts? 
5. Is it possible to foster a more cordial relationship among members of different 
religions in Nigeria, especially Christians and Muslims, by learning from the sw?  
 
1.5 Hypothesis 
 
As indicated earlier, the incessant religious conflicts that continue unabated have made 
many people in Nigeria to reach the conclusion that it is no longer possible for Christians 
and Muslims to cohabit. This conclusion has been reached in view of the fact that many 
past efforts at reconciling the two groups have failed. Consequently, there is a new 
realignment along religious lines as people try to relocate to safer places where the 
members of their religion are dominant. In most cities, some Christians are moving to 
predominantly Christian areas and some Muslims are moving to predominantly Muslim 
areas. Southerners, mostly Christians, who have lived in the north for years no longer feel 
safe and are leaving the north to go back home, and northerners, mostly Muslims, are also 
                                                 
11 As reflected in the literature review, it was also very difficult to obtain Islamic books in local bookshops 
during the cause of the field research for the simple reason that the researcher was a Christian. The soured 
relationship between Christians and Muslims heightened by the recent crises made obtaining Islamic books 
particularly by Christians a herculean task. Books that were visible on bookshop selves were said to be 
either unavailable or not for sale. The effort at obtaining books from some Muslim Lecturers and Professors 
in local Universities met the same response, unfortunately. 
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leaving the south to the north after many years of sojourn. In fact, some people have even 
called for the division of the country along ethnic or regional lines or into a Christian 
south and a Muslim north. This disillusionment can only be reversed by opening up a 
new window of optimism. The hypothesis of this research would therefore be that a 
(re)discovery of Jesus as a fundamental common point of reference in Christian and 
Muslim religious thought will contribute to reduce the violence in communal clashes and 
religious riots which are being experienced between the adherents of both faiths. In order 
words, if the person and attributes of Jesus as perceived in both faiths are properly 
understood and applied in daily interactions by Christians and Muslims in Nigeria, there 
will be peace and harmony cutting across religious boundaries. The section on the sw 
movement and their role in the numerous inter-religious crises that have occurred in the 
country will either confirm this hypothesis or negate it. This analysis is aimed at spurring 
both Christians and Muslims to know that a brighter future free of rancor and conflicts 
based on religious differences is still possible if both groups will allow Jesus, whom they 
both esteem, to serve as a uniting force or bridge between them. 
 
1.6 Data Sources and Methodology 
 
The nature of this research demands the utilization of a number of sources and methods. 
The first point of reference and the motivation for choosing the topic of research is 
undoubtedly the incessant clashes that have occurred between Christians and Muslims, 
many of which the researcher has either personally witnessed and observed or which he 
has learnt about from others who were affected directly or indirectly by the crises. The 
researcher has thus used his personal experience of the crises as a basis for this 
research.12 
 
Having said that, the proper research began with the exploration of relevant written 
sources in the library of the University of Rostock where this study was undertaken.  The 
inter-library loan system which the researcher found efficient in Germany went a long 
                                                 
12 Using one’s undocumented “personal experience” could be problematic to a research of this nature but 
the researcher is aware of the danger and therefore has tried to be as objective as possible.  
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way in ascertaining what was likely available and what was not. The Libraries of the 
Universities of Bayreuth and Freiburg played a similarly important role at the initial stage 
of the research. Apart from the resources available in local libraries within Germany, the 
researcher carried out two field research trips to Nigeria where local libraries, archives, 
bookshops etc were extensively searched. Oral interviews were equally conducted.13 
 
The first four chapters and the historical part of the sixth chapter are mostly based on 
published and unpublished material, including books, journals, magazines, newspapers, 
reports of commissions of enquiries, files containing minutes and reports etc. Chapter six 
which focuses on the sw people and happens to be the thrust of this research, is highly 
indebted to the feasibility study of the sw people conducted by Case and Gremar Van 
Wyk and Hosea Hoga of the SUM-CRC, Nigeria.14 Apart from their unpublished 
research work, a copy of which was provided for me, they also gave me free access to the 
original manuscripts of the 41 interviews they conducted (recorded and transcribed) 
including volumes of written observations they made in the course of ten different trips. 
Although I personally sought published as well as unpublished material on the sw 
group at TCNN Library, the National Archives and Arewa House, both in Kaduna, I 
found much more materials from these places in their (SUM-CRC Nigeria office) 
possession which they freely made available to me. Other relevant material they made 
available to me were copies of documents they got from ABU Library and ABU 
Historical Library as well as from Zaria Library. Other documents came from Kano 
Archives and Library, Gidan Makama Kano,15 and there was also a total of 18 interviews 
conducted by Jeremy Hinds in 1974, which Wyk and Hoga had re-recorded and 
transcribed. The historical records, especially from the National Archives, Arewa House 
and other relevant places mentioned, on colonial policy with respect to Muslim and non-
Muslim groups in Northern Nigeria became invaluable for the understanding of the 
                                                 
13 See field work questionnaire in the appendix. 
14 The reticence of the sw made it difficult to get the desired result. Their work exposed me to two most 
valuable works on cultural anthropology by J. P. Spradly. His Ethnographic Interview and Participant 
Observation (not used as desired due to the reservation of the sw as aforesaid) theories became very 
useful in the course of the few interviews conducted.  
15 This is a museum. Makama is an official position and title. His work originally was to apportion out 
amongst district chiefs and others any collective work to be done in the Emirate. See Case van Wyk and 
Hosea Hoga “The sw, Disciples of Jesus:…,” p. 7. 
 13
nature and content of pre-colonial and colonial conflicts between the Muslim and non-
Muslim groups in Northern Nigeria. The SUM-CRC research team also had in its 
possession documents sent by Stephen Lambers from Calvin Library, Grand Rapids, as 
well as archival material from CMS Archives and other places in England by Jeremy 
Hinds’ wife. I also found some useful material from Calvary Ministries (CAPRO) 
through the research officer, Nwadinma Iroakazi and ECWA-SIM office. As stated, 
chapter six is highly indebted to these sources, most important being those sources 
obtained at the SUM-CRC Nigerian office. A bibliography is included at the end.   
 
Although the SUM-CRC, Nigerian office readily made the aforementioned materials 
available to me, it came with a stern caution to use the material with utmost care. Because 
the sw are a very sensitive group of people when it comes to their location, the names 
of their leaders and their belief due to their history which was and is, at least partially, a 
history of persecution, they object to anything that would lead to the dissemination of any 
information about them. Consequently, they warned that for the sake of this research, all 
quotations derived from the materials gotten from their office must carry a reference to 
"SUM-CRC Nigeria", and must not disclose the names of individuals, especially Jeremy 
Hinds, in the acknowledgements or footnotes. This is especially the case with material 
collected by Jeremy Hinds who had made a covenant with the sw never to disseminate 
any information about them to the general public.16 The SUM-CRC research team also 
                                                 
16 Apart from the 18 interviews conducted among the sw concerning their history and belief in 1974 by 
Hinds as indicated, all of his other writings, most of which are in my possession make no direct reference to 
the sw people. Rodger Petch in his article “Jeremy Hinds: Teacher and Apologist to Christians and 
Muslims” (TCNN Research Bulletin 47, March 2007): pp. 4-15, has a comprehensive list of his writings. 
They include: The Appeal of Shar`a , TCNN Research Bulletin 14 (June 1984); A Draft Constitution for 
Nigeria: Comments on the Religious aspect in the Northern Nigerian Press, paper presented to Jos Bukuru 
Theological Society, April 13, 1987; The Keeping of the Mawlud, The Birthday of the Prophet: A Muslim 
Discussion in the Press, TCNN Research Bulletin 12 (April 1983); Mahdism with Special Reference to 
Northern Nigeria, TCNN Research Bulletin 9 (1981); Present Trends in Islam in Nigeria, TCNN Research 
Bulletin 8 (1981); The Qur’n and Muslim Theology, The Christian and the Gospel, Paper presented to Jos-
Bukuru Theological Society (JBTS), March 4, 1985; Qur’n Correspondence Course, London, CMS, nd.; 
Qur’n Word Studie: A DIY Discussion Kit to Share Biblical Truths with your Muslim Friends, PO Box 14, 
Oldham, Word of Life, nd.; Reaching Out in Word, at Joint Christian Ministry to West Africa (JCMWA) 
Assembly, “Reaching out in Jesus Name’ Nov. 11-15, 1984, Miango, Jos; Sfism in Northern Nigeria 
Islam, in Nigerian Dialogue, Vol. 4, No. 4, Sep. 1982, Nsukka, Nigerian Catholic Office; Theological 
values Among the Hausa Muslims, in Conference report: The Church’s Response to Muslim Presence in 
Nigeria, Oct. 25-29, 1982, ed. J. Haafkens, Institute of Church and Society, Ibadan; Texts about Jesus by 
Ibn Arab and Al-Ghazali, at the International Course, Islam and Christianity, Oct. 14-21, 1986, Freetown, 
ed. Niels Arendt, Islam in Africa Project (now PROCMURA); The Ahmadiyya Movement and Nigeria 
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reiterated this commitment in the cause of their interviews. But then, they are left with a 
dilemma as to how to keep their words (so as not to betray the trust) and at the same time 
fulfill their ministerial obligations.17  This cautionary note did not only come from the 
SUM-CRC Nigeria Office alone, but we were personally reminded by our sw 
informants to keep strictly confidential all information derived from the interviews they 
granted so as not to incur the wrath of their immediate neighbours who are predominantly 
Muslims. We therefore have the responsibility to not only secure the prospect of future 
research on the sw but also to protect the excellent work that has been done in the 
past. Anything done to protect their wish would be in line with the spirit of this research. 
 
That said and done, historical methodology has been implored to show how some of the 
areas of conflict and identity groups evolved over a period of time and through a number 
of historical processes. This is the preoccupation of chapters two and three. 
 
Apart from serving as a data source, gleaning the image of Jesus from the Nigerian 
Islamic literature reviewed in chapter one has been used as a method to determine not 
only Nigeria Muslims’ perception of Jesus but how they would want him to be perceived 
from the grass-root. While this refers to Muslims who can read and write, the impact of 
these views may be quite significant as it is through these literate Muslims that the image 
of Jesus in Nigerian Islam is widely promoted. 
 
As indicated earlier, the research also relies on primary materials from interviews and 
informal discussions conducted in Bauchi, Jigawa and Kano States. A total of six months 
was spent collecting and documenting the raw data obtained. The field research entailed 
administering questionnaires and interviewing several respondents especially in the 
                                                                                                                                                 
(with Jarlath Walsh), TCNN Research Bulletin 22 (Sept. 1991); Link Letters, No. 88, 89, 90, 95, CMS Link 
Letters, London CMS. The undesignated and undated ones include: The Ahmadiyya Movement and its 
Importance in Nigeria Today; The First 25 Years after Nigerian Independence, Hausa Polity, Islam and 
Modern Political Aspirations; Islamic Views of Political History in Northern Nigeria; Nigerian Muslims 
and the Muslim brotherhood of Egypt; The sheikh Ibrahim Niasse; The Prophets of the Qur’n 
(unpublished manuscript). 
17 They were commissioned to carry out a one year research and feasibility study of the sw people with 
the aim of making the group known for effective evangelism. See Case van Wyk and Hosea Hoga “The 
sw, Disciples of Jesus:…,” p. 5. 
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targeted areas as stated. The respondents included key leaders of the sw people as well 
as some individuals who pleaded to remain anonymous.18 N. J. Dawood’s translation of 
the Qur’n has been used instead of the authorized Ysuf Al’s translation due to it’s 
(Dawood’s) contemporary English, simplicity and clarity, English being a third language 
in Nigeria, the target audience. Ysuf Al’s translation is however used in few instances 
where the expression is clear enough. 
 
1.7 Structure of the Thesis 
 
The thesis is organized into seven chapters. The first chapter deals with a general 
introduction including a review of related Muslim literature on Jesus. The aim is to 
enable us to have a glimpse of the perceptions of Jesus within the Muslim population in 
Northern Nigeria, as far as literate Muslims are concerned. This will form a basis of our 
analysis in comparison with the wider Islamic ‘Christologies’ discussed. 
 
Chapter two and three discuss Islam and Muslims in Nigeria from a broader perspective. 
This entails a survey of the history of Islam in Nigeria with particular reference to 
Northern Nigeria with a view to determining how Islam established itself as a religion 
and a culture therein. Not only is the history treated but a survey of the main Islamic 
groups in Nigeria is also provided. The circumstances that characterized the development 
of Islam in the Nigerian context as well as the Muslims' objectives and activities give a 
clue to understanding the relationship that existed between the Muslims and non-Muslim 
groups before and after the jihâd of Uthman Dan Fodio in the early 19th century, and the 
significance of the jihâd for the delimitation of religious boundaries and areas of conflict. 
In line with this is the analysis of the role played by the colonial government in 
consolidating the religious boundaries erected before they appeared on the shore of 
Nigeria. This is followed by a survey of some of the inter-religious crises that have been 
witnessed between Christians and Muslims in some of Nigeria’s Northern states with 
spill over effects in other regions of the country in chapter three. The purpose of this is 
                                                 
18 Although it becomes necessary to include the names of the informants in the footnotes, they are absent in 
the bibliography in order not to make them obvious as promised.  All information in this regards are in the 
possession of the researcher.  
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not only to demonstrate how Nigeria moved from a state of latent conflict to manifest 
conflicts, most of them violent ones, but to show the scale of hostility and to demonstrate 
why it is necessary to find a solution to the senseless violence.     
 
Because the religious factor is often dismissed as secondary or even irrelevant whenever 
such violence erupted, chapter four picks up an examination of the functions and the role 
of religion in a situation of conflict in Nigeria to demonstrate that the religious factor 
must be taken seriously into consideration just as other factors. As we will show, many 
people are not driven by non-religious motives, but also by a deep religious conviction. 
The manipulation of religion comes in handy to a large extent because of such religiosity. 
It is pertinent to note that religion has been part of the problem itself due to its ambivalent 
nature contrary to the often over simplified notion that it is just being manipulated 
especially by those who see nothing wrong with religion in itself. While it is the focus of 
the chapter to dwell on the manipulation of religion by some few factions of religious 
bigots and political opportunists for parochial and selfish interests, it stresses that the 
religious factor should not be seen as only a surface manifestation of deeper conflict 
processes or what some see as only ‘epiphenomenal.’19 Religion is treated within the 
spectrum of a wider combination of other factors, namely, historical, socio-cultural, 
psychological, ethno-regional, political and economical, etc. Although these factors are 
interrelated and most often inseparable, the religious factor also has a life of its own and 
should be treated as such within the wider picture. 
 
Chapter five gives an overview of the perceptions of Jesus in Islam covering both 
classical and modern periods. As a background to this chapter, an overview of Islamic 
views of Jesus from both classical and modern sources is highlighted: Qur’n, Hadth, 
Jesus in Sunni, Shi’ite, Sfism, and Ahmadiyya traditions. Both Muslim and Christian 
polemics and apologetics on the subject matter down the centuries are mentioned in order 
to ascertain if they have any impact on contemporary Christian-Muslim relations or not. 
 
                                                 
19 S. G. Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analysis with Two case 
Studies” (Bradford: PhD Thesis, 1996): p. 328. 
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Chapter six, which is the very thrust of the research, focuses on the sw movement. Not 
only is their religious belief and practice discussed but an attempt at understanding their 
historical background including their occupational and day to day village life is made in 
order to shed more light on a group of people of whom we have only very scanty 
information. The discussion of their perception of Jesus in particular and their religious 
life in general aims at determining the factor(s) responsible for their non-involvement in 
the religious crises in Northern Nigeria.  
 
In the final chapter, the various parts of the thesis are linked to ascertain how they shed 
light on the research questions raised. Following the summary, evaluation and analysis, it  
leads to fundamental conclusions and recommendations. Due to the scope of the research, 
questions that are left unanswered are raised as challenges for further research. We 
suggest that an investigation into the relationship between Muslim and Christian 
“Christologies” could be a starting point building bridges that could heal the wounds 
inflicted over the years.  
 
1.8 Review of Related Literature 
The interest in scholarship on images of Jesus in different religious traditions has led to a 
considerable literature both at the classical and popular levels. The academic scholar of 
religion finds extensive sources on Muslim views of Jesus, especially in classical 
literature. We will not present a comprehensive review here. As indicated, our concern is 
with Muslim views of Jesus within the Nigerian context, with a special focus on the 
sw movement. Thus, we will only seek to review the few written documents on the 
sw movement and identify related literature that refer to Nigerian Muslims’ view of 
Jesus. 
 
Even though the sw movement has been in existence since the beginning or middle of 
the nineteenth century, the group remains illusive because there has been no major study 
of the movement. To the best of my knowledge and enquiry, there is also no known 
written document about the movement left by its founder, Mallam Ibrahim, or by any of 
the first or second generation disciples. The most substantial work on the sw is that of 
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the SUM-CRC Nigeria research team, which the researcher only stumbled on in the cause 
of his field research as indicated above. The other documents available to the researcher 
could best be described as scanty covering only the initial few years of the movement and 
nothing more. Most of these documents, including those in the possession of the SUM-
CRC Nigeria, remained unpublished. In fact, in the case of those in the SUM-CRC 
Nigerian office, copying is not allowed for reasons given above. The report is not meant 
to be published.  
 
Motivated by a desire to find ways to better present the message of Jesus to the sw 
people with a view to winning them to Christianity, the 87 page report of the SUM-CRC 
Nigeria is titled “The sw, Disciples of Jesus: An incarnate Approach to Theological 
Development Among an African Religious Group that Falls Between Islam and 
Christianity”. The research covers sw’s history, location, religious belief and practice, 
lifestyle/culture/worldview, current Mission/Church involvement and strategy for 
evangelism. The first four sections: history, location, religious belief and practice, and 
lifestyle/culture/worldview became useful to this work as will be reflected in chapter six. 
 
Other works found useful as a starting point were W. R. S. Miller’s “Reflection of a 
Pioneer” and “An Autobiography”, Adell Patton’s “The Ningi Chiefdom and the African 
Frontier: Mountaineers and Resistance to the Sokoto Caliphate ca. 1800 – 1908,”  Ian 
Linden’s “Between Two Religions of the Book: Children of the Israelite (c. 1846 – 
1920)” and “The sw Mallams c. 1850-1919: Some Problems in the Religious History 
of Northern Nigeria”, and Dean Gilliland’s “Principles of the Christian Approach to an 
African-based Islamic Society”. Other published works with scanty information 
compared to those stated above included E. P. T. Crampton’s Christianity in Northern 
Nigeria, E. A. Ayandele’s The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria 1842-1914: A 
Political and Social Analysis, and Jarlath Walsh’s “sw Movement” in a document 
compiled on Islamic Organizations in Nigeria as at 1995. Other unpublished works 
accessible apart from that of the SUM-CRC Nigeria mentioned above include those of I. 
S. Audu, “Believers in the Second Coming of Jesus” and “sw Movement History”, 
compiled and edited by Walter Miller and Jeremy Hinds respectively. The next came 
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from G. W. G. Jibo's “An Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria c. 
1830 – c. 1902”,   Josiah A. Idowu’s “Jesus in the Qur’n: A Northern Nigerian Case 
Study” and  Panya Baba’s “Nigeria’s sws: Muslims who Follow Jesus.”  
 
Miller’s seventeen chapter book contains his general reflections as a pioneer missionary 
of C. M. S. in Northern Nigeria in the early part of the 20th century. Because it was not 
the focus of his story, he only devotes one and a half pages of chapter ten to the sw 
movement. His brief narration covers the first few years of the movement under Mallam 
Ibrahim, the founder of the group, and his disciple, Yahaya, who is said to have become 
the leader of the scattered remnant in Ningi. Nothing is said beyond the initial 
controversy that led to the murder of Mallam Ibrahim on heresy charge because of the 
group’s devotion to Jesus instead of Muhammad and the determination of his few 
followers who – even though scattered – remained Muslims, but continued to hold Jesus 
in high esteem above Muhammad, with some of them becoming the first members of the 
Hausa Church founded by Miller in Zaria.20 While Adell Patton’s work covers the pre-
colonial history of Ningi and its people in general, he carries the story further by 
highlighting what became of the scattered remnant of the sw movement in Ningi 
within the time frame of his research.21 Ian Linden's study covers similar areas to Miller's 
report – starting from the formation of the group and describing their unique devotion to 
Jesus and the subsequent dispersion to Ningi and other provinces.22 Gilliland’s paper 
covers three key issues aiming at laying the ground for fruitful Christian witness among 
the sw by exploring perspectives of feasible contextualization for Christian witness. In 
the first section, he summarizes the reasons which he thinks led to the split of the sw 
from Islam. In the second, he reviews the main features of their belief and concludes in 
the third by discussing factors that must be considered if Christians are to approach the 
                                                 
20 W. R. S. Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer (London: Church Missionary Society, 1936): pp. 106-108 
21 A. Patton Jr. “The Ningi Chiefdom and the African Frontier: Mountaineers and Resistance to the Sokoto 
Caliphate ca. 1800-1908” (Madison: PhD Thesis, University of Wisconsin, 1975). 
22 I. Linden, “Between Two Religions of the Book: The Children of the Israelites (c. 1846 – c. 1920)” in 
Elizabeth Isichei ed. Varieties of Christian Experience in Nigeria (London: Macmillan Press, 1982): pp. 
79-98 and I. Linden, “The sw Mallams c. 1850-1919: Some Problems in the Religious History of 
Northern Nigeria” (A. B. U. Occasional Paper, Unpublished, 1974). 
 20
sw in a contextualized way.23 Crampton and Ayandele devote a little of their work to 
the sw by focusing on their early history, their beliefs and their dispersion from Kano 
following the public execution of the leader. In all these works, nothing is said in detail 
about the sw's perception of Jesus except for mentioning that they were attracted to 
Jesus and treated him with greater respect and devotion than other prophets mentioned in 
the Qur’n, including Muhammad. In all of these works, there are historical 
discrepancies, some misleading, that call for a reassessment, which we shall try to present 
in chapter six.  
 
The unpublished works mentioned, with the exception of that of J. A. Idowu, deal with 
similar questions. The areas covered are a brief historical origin of the sw, their 
beliefs, their worship practices, social life and possible sources of their beliefs.24 Idowu’s 
work is an unpublished Master's dissertation, in which he discusses Jesus in the Qur’n 
and Mahdism in Islamic tradition using the sw movement in Northern Nigeria as a 
case study. The questions that Idowu sought to answer were how and why Mallam 
Ibrahim, the founder of the sw movement, came to the discovery of Jesus in the 
Qur’n, why his contemporaries concealed this to the Muslims and why the Emir of Kano 
sanctioned his execution. This led him to unearthing the nature of Islam in Northern 
Nigeria at that time and what became of the expelled sw remnant in Ningi.25 
 
To be able to have a glimpse of Nigeria Muslim’s representations of Jesus, we need to 
look beyond the works cited above since not much is said about their perception of Jesus. 
A close scrutiny of both written and oral Nigerian Muslims’ views of Jesus will reveal 
the tremendous impact the works of the South African polemicist and apologist, Ahmed 
Deedat, had had on them. The gospel of Barnabas and other external sources with special 
                                                 
23 D. Gilliland, “Principles of the Christian Approach to an African-based Islamic Society” in Missiology: 
An International Review Vol. xxv, No. 1. Jan. 1997, pp. 5-13. 
24 J. Walsh, “sw Movement” in Information on Islamic Groups and Organizations in Nigeria (Jos: 
Institute of Pastoral Affairs, 1995): pp. 53-56, I. S. Audu, “Believers in the Second Coming of Jesus” 
Compiled by W. R. S. Miller, Wusasa, Unpublished, G. W. G. Jibo, “An Early History of Jesus 
Communities in Northern Nigeria c. 1830 – c. 1902 (Bukuru: BDD Thesis, TCNN, 1986) and P. Baba. 
Nigeria’s sws: Muslims who Follow Jesus, (Unpublished, June 1979). 
25 J. A. Idowu, “Jesus in the Qur’n: A Northern Nigerian Case Study” (Birmingham: Masters Thesis, 
University of Birmingham, 1981).  
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link to Pakistan have also had their own sway on the Muslim populace in Nigeria. Ahmed 
Deedat has become a household name in Nigeria even long after his death. His pamphlets 
and debate’s videocassettes with Christian apologists like Anis Shorrosh, Josh McDowell 
and John Gilchrist are widely circulated in Nigeria. Those easily available in Nigeria 
include “Christ in Islam”, “Jesus Christ in Islam and Christianity”, “Is Jesus God?”, “The 
Bible and God’s Word”, “50,000 Errors in the Bible”, “Who Moved the Stone”, “The 
Sign of Jonah” and “Crucifixion or cruci-fiction?” 26, to mention but a few. Some of his 
pamphlets have been translated into the Hausa language by the Islamic Propagation 
Bureau and enjoy wide readership as well. These works have become handy tools for 
Muslim polemics in especially open wa’z sermons and to some extent in books and 
pamphlets in which they ridicule, attack and challenge Christian teachings and belief.  
 
A typical example of Deedat’s approach is clearly depicted in his debate with Anis 
Shorrosh. In this debate, Ahmed Deedat makes little effort to defend what the Qur’n 
says about Jesus. Nor does he refer much to what the Qur’n has to say about Jesus. As a 
Muslim polemicist and apologist, he was only keen at dismissing the Christian claims 
about Jesus as false. For this end, he attacked the Christian ‘Scriptures’ as a falsified 
document. Having dismissed the Christian ‘scriptures’ as corrupted, to say the least, he 
believed that all other Christian convictions crumble having leaned on false premises. 
Seeing Christians as “brainwashed” and “diseased” or “sick”, as he was fond of calling 
them, he then set out to disprove the divinity of Christ, the trinity, his miracles and 
crucifixion, among other things. 
  
Always affirming that Christians believe that Jesus is divine, he maintains that the only 
difference between Christians and Muslims is the “divinity of Jesus.” He further notes 
that “the only way we differ is saying that he is not God in human form, that he is not 
God incarnate, he is not the begotten Son of God.” He maintains that “there is not a 
                                                 
26 All Deedat’s works referred to above can be found in many Islamic Bookshops in Nigeria, with some 
translated into Hausa for circulation in Northern Nigeria as indicated. Other outfits engaged in the printing 
and distribution of the videotapes and pamphlets locally, apart from the Islamic Propagation Bureau, 
include ISMA Prints, Kaduna, Tsandari Islamic Bookshop, Kano etc. 
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single vocal statement in any of the sixty-six books of the Bible where Jesus says ‘I am 
God’ or says ‘worship me.’”27 
 
Nor in his view is the doctrine of the trinity a rational doctrine. The idea of three persons, 
in one Almighty being, runs contrary to common language and sense. If one member of 
triplets committed murder, it would not make sense to “hang the other”, therefore both 
scripture and reason inhibit the belief that Jesus is divine.28 
 
In disproving Christ’s divinity, Deedat alludes to Christ’s own image in the Christian 
‘scriptures’ grouped into four areas: the submission of Jesus, the titles of Jesus, the 
message of Jesus, and the humanity of Jesus.29 Under submission he maintains that Jesus 
told people to worship Allh, “who is my Lord and your Lord,” and that associating 
anything with him will be damnation. That Jesus refers to God in Matthew as “your 
Father” thirteen times before ever saying “my Father”,  “telling you that God is the Father 
of everyone, metaphorically, (the) creator, sustainer, involver, cherisher of everyone. But 
physically he does not beget, because begetting is an animal act.” Second, that the title 
“son of God” is an “idiom of the Jews” saying that Jesus was a “righteous person.” “Or 
how can one understand the references to the other sons of God like Adam, in the 
Christian Bible?” Deedat asked. He jokes, “how many sons does God have?” Third, that 
Jesus claims that there is only one Father (Mt. 23:9) and Peter notes that Jesus did great 
works through the power of God (Acts 2:32). Fourth, that Jesus is solely human and not 
divine because “God is not like anything you can imagine.” He maintains that “humans 
are only told what God is not: he is not human”. Since Jesus was born of a woman, 
circumcised, and ate and sometimes found a toilet due to human nature, he cannot be 
God. He asserts that the fact that he was born of a virgin does not made him God since 
Adam had no father or mother nor did the priest Melchizedeck.30  
 
                                                 
27 A. Deedat and A. Shorrosh, “Is Jesus God?” Videocassette (South Africa: Islamic Propagation Centre 
International, 1985). 
28 Ibid. 
29 See H. C. Hillier “Contemporary Western Representations of Jesus in Islam” (Waterloo: MA Thesis, 
Wilfred Laurier University, 2001): p. 16. 
30 A. Deedat and A. Shorrosh, “Is Jesus God?....”  
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He maintains that all the miracles performed by Jesus were by the power of God (Lk. 
11:20) and that where Jesus says he and his father are one (John 10:30; 14:13) is a 
oneness of purpose or mission. 
 
Deedat’s understanding of the crucifixion parallels that of the Islamic group known as the 
Ahmadiyya Movement. Claiming to be the defending legal council for Jews, who have 
been supposedly charged by the Christians with the killing of Jesus, he begins by 
dismissing the writers to whom the Gospels are attributed, because they did not sign their 
names to their “respective gospel” so there is no “signed testimony.” And because one of 
the writers claims that they fled during his arrest, he feels that he is able to dismiss the 
Christian charge within “two minutes”. Deedat asserts that Jesus escaped death by the 
power of God from the hands of the Jews. Comparing it to “the sign of Jonah” he 
assumes that since Jonah did not die in the belly of the great fish, so did Jesus not die on 
the cross. That Jews, who feared Jesus’ public influence, managed to put him to trial and 
place him on the cross. However, they did not manage to kill him. It only seemed that 
they had succeeded, but Jesus actions afterward belie that assumption.31 
 
In summary, three points can be deduced from the aforementioned: According to Deedat, 
Jesus was not divine and never claimed to be, he was a messenger of God, a prophet, who 
lived a miraculous life by the power of God, and those who attribute divinity to him are 
in error. 
 
On a positive note, Deedat would always say:  
 
Islam is the only non-Christian faith which makes it an article of faith to believe 
in Jesus…. Jesus is one of the mightiest messengers of God. He’s the messiah. 
We believe in his miraculous birth. We believe that he gave life to the dead, by 
God’s permission. We believe that he gave sight to the blind, by God’s 
permission. We believe that he healed the lepers, by God’s permission… Jesus led 
a miraculous life. He was born by a miracle, he did great miracles of healing, and 
he was not crucified by a miracle Jesus was a messenger of God.32   
 
                                                 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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From his positive affirmations, Deedat presents Jesus as a highly respected, praised and 
mighty messenger of God, a prophet of God and the Jewish Messiah. He led a miraculous 
life.  
 
Deedat’s picture of Jesus is that of a prophet, living and proclaiming the message of God 
to the people of Israel. He rose to great popularity through great miraculous works and 
messages that reformed Judaism. When his popularity grew too much, his enemies sought 
to have him killed. They were finally able to have one of Jesus’ followers betray him. 
Jesus was aware of this betrayal and formulated a military plan for his defense. When he 
realized that he was outnumbered, he yielded to his enemies and they went to have him 
crucified. Yet, on the cross, Jesus fainted and was believed to be dead. Followers of Jesus 
who were at the crucifixion, not being his disciples, realized that Jesus was alive and 
went to hide him in a tomb to recover. The disciples heard that Jesus was dead, and when 
he appeared to them, they thought that he was a ghost. Jesus then reassured them of his 
real humanity.  
 
The gospel of Barnabas, reproduced locally, is the second polemical tool widely 
circulated among Nigerian Muslims. Constantly in circulation by Nigerian Muslim 
groups even though a forgery, it holds the same view of Jesus as the Muslims. This 
gospel denies the dogma of the trinity and announces the arrival of another prophet after 
Jesus, which the Muslims claimed was the Prophet Muhammad. This gospel is often used 
by Muslim preachers to argue against Christians.33 
 
Most polemical books and pamphlets written by Nigeria’s Muslims as well as wa’z 
sermons on Jesus (such as those of Alhaji Ajagbemkeferi) are often based on these 
premises. Alhaji Bolaji Akwukewe’s “True light”34 and Alhaji A. Dirisu Ajijola’s “Myth 
of the Cross”35 are particularly hostile. They utilize not only 19th century rationalist 
arguments against Christianity, but also those developed by the Ahmadiyya and other 
Pakistani groups. Ajijola asserts that modern Christianity is neither based on the teaching 
                                                 
33 W. Campbell, The Gospel of Barnabas: Its True Value (Rawalpindi: np, 1989). 
34 B. Akwukewe, True Light (np, 1965). 
35 A. D. Ajijola The Myth of the Cross (Lahore: Islamic Publications, 1975). 
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and practice of the Gospels nor on the teachings of the older prophets, but mainly on the 
mythological teaching of St. Paul, who never met Jesus alive in human form.36 One of the 
most prominent Muslim spokesmen in Muslim-Christian relations was M. O. A. Abdul, 
of the University of Ibadan. His pamphlet on “Islam and Christianity United” was 
somewhat simplistic in suggesting that Christians should stop worshipping Jesus.37  
Harun Yahya wrote his “Jesus will Return” to assert among other things that contrary to 
what many people are made to believe, “Jesus was not crucified and killed nor did he die 
for any other reason.”38 His book covers evidences that Jesus did not die, how he was 
raised to the presence of Allh and what would characterize his second coming.39 Muhib 
Omolayo Opeloye begins his discussion with the conception and birth of Jesus as 
narrated in the Qur’n before moving on to presenting different scholarly views on the 
humanity of Jesus, his miracles, his ministry and death, ascension and return.40 A. B. 
Balogun wrote his book “Islam Versus Ahmadiyya in Nigeria” mainly to criticize the 
Ahmadis beliefs following the World Muslim League declaration of the group as non-
Islamic. He appealed to those still clinging to Ahmadiyya to realize that Ahmadiyya is 
not Islam because of the claims of the founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad and his teaching 
about Jesus, which we shall see in our subsequent discussion.41 His treatment of Jesus is 
found in his article “Jesus in the Holy Qur’n” as a chapter contribution in a book dealing 
with assorted Islamic topics. Acknowledging that about thirteen chapters of the Qur’n 
(srahs 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 9, 19, 23, 36, 42, 43, 57 and 61) contain one thing or another about 
Jesus, he took srah 3:45-63 as the basis for his discussion. Covering similar grounds of 
argument against Christian positions in a more scholarly way but typical of any Nigerian 
Muslim scholar, he makes some claims that are worth noting. In the first instance, he 
points to the Muslims’ invocation ‘alaihi al-salm, i. e. Peace be on him, whenever 
Jesus’ name is mentioned, among other things, as a basis to indicate not only their 
reverence to Jesus but to assert that a strict scrutiny will reveal that “Muslims follow the 
                                                 
36 Ibid, p. 2. 
37 M. O. A. Abdul, Islam and Christianity United (Lagos: Islamic Publication Bureau, 1971). 
38 H. Yahya, Jesus will Return (London: Ta-Ha Publishers, 2001): p. 7. 
39 Ibid. 
40 M. O. Opeloye, “Isa” in Dictionary of Peoples and Places in the Qur’n (Lagos: West Africa Book 
Publishers, 1996). 
41 I. A. B. Balogun, Islam Verses Ahmadiyya in Nigeria (Beirut: Dar al-Arabia Publishing, Printing and 
Distribution, 1974). 
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teachings of Jesus better than those who call themselves Christians.” The only other 
group who are said to be the true followers of Jesus as the Muslims are the Unitarians. He 
claimed that all religions with God are Islam, from Adam to Jesus, even when not known 
by that name until God sent Prophet Muhammad to the whole world when he gave the 
religion the specific name Islam. Jesus himself was a Muslim and Muhammad came as a 
fulfillment to what he left uncompleted.42 Although A. R. I. Doi is not Nigerian, he lived 
and worked in Nigeria long enough to have had considerable influenced on the Muslims. 
Better known for his works on Islamic history and interfaith relations with questionable 
sources sometimes, he discusses sa, among other prophets, in his book “The Cardinal 
Principles of Islam.” After presenting the Qur’nic perceptions of Jesus as against 
Christian heresies regarding Jesus’ and his mother’s alleged divinity, the trinity, miracles, 
and crucifixion, he emphasized the primacy of one of the Islamic articles of faith that 
enjoins all Muslims to believe in all prophets. “This is the reason why every Muslim 
believes in sa, respects his message and gives his children his name”43, he maintains. 
 
To ascertain what views Muslims hold on Jesus at the grass-root level, few secondary 
school textbooks on Islamic studies are worth investigating. B. Aisha Lemu in “Junior 
Islamic Studies: Tawhid and Fiqh, Book 1”, “Islamic Studies for Senior Secondary 
Schools, Book 1” and “Islamic Studies for Senior Secondary Schools, Book 2 and 3” 
argues for the oneness of Allh to dismiss the Christian concept of the sonship of Jesus. 
In the first, she affirms the oneness of Allh and argues that since Allh is:  
 
not born, he has no father or mother. Since he will not die, he has no need of 
children to live after him or to help him in old age. Therefore, Allh has no wife 
or son or daughter. Allh is one, alone and without partner.44 
 
In the second, still on the oneness of Allh, she accuses Christians of formulating the 
strange doctrine of the trinity, a word not mentioned by Jesus himself. Instead, Jesus 
                                                 
42 I. A. B. Balogun “Jesus in the Holy Qur’n” in I. A. B. Balogun ed. Islamic Tenets and the Shar`ah 
(Ibadan: Sam Bookman Publishers, 2000): pp. 103-117.  
43 A. R. I. Doi, The Cardinal Principles of Islam: According to the Maliki System (Lagos: Islamic 
Publications Bureau, 1981): p. 71. 
44 B. A. Lemu, Junior Islamic Studies: Tawhid and Fiqh Book 1 (Minna: Islamic Education Trust, 1988): p. 
25. 
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taught the unity of God and expressed his subordination to Him openly when he affirmed 
that he could do nothing on his own, that the father is greater than him, did not accept to 
be called good, denied knowledge of the unseen, prayed to God and referred to himself as 
a prophet.45 The third book has nothing new. 46 
 
The researcher laid hand on two books authored by Bashir Sambo and Mohammed 
Higab, titled “Islamic Studies for Junior Secondary Schools, Book Two and Three”. 
Similar grounds are covered in both books. Both books emphasize the belief in all 
prophets including the prophet Jesus as one of the essential articles of the Muslim faith 
before moving on to discuss the circumstances of Jesus’ birth emphasizing Mary’s 
chastity, followed by his speaking in the cradle in defense of his mother’s innocence to 
the denial of his alleged sonship and divinity before reaching the climax on the trinity and 
his crucifixion. Sambo and Higab maintain that Christianity adopted the strange concept 
of the trinity only as a compromise to accommodate the Romans. Faced with the dilemma 
of Jewish Monotheism and Roman Tritheism, both groups were said to have reached a 
compromise when the Romans showed their readiness to adopt Christianity. 
Consequently they argue, the unity of God, as believed by the Jews, was assimilated to 
the tri-headed Godhood, hence the trinity, for the sake of the Romans. They conclude by 
asserting that Jesus died a natural death before he was raised to heaven denying his 
crucifixion and resurrection.  Although not elaborated upon, their position on the 
crucifixion of Jesus is similar to that of the Ahmadiyya.47 
 
M. A. Balogun, F. I. Muhammad and W. O. A. Nasiru’s “Brief History of Prophet sa 
(Jesus) and Lessons Derived from it” in Islamic Studies for Juniour Secondary Schools 
cover the same grounds with what has been stated above except that they mention that sa 
                                                 
45 B. A. Lemu, Islamic Studies for Senior Secondary Schools Book One (Minna: Islamic Education Trust, 
1989): pp. 109-110. 
46 B. A. Lemu, Islamic Studies for Senior Secondary Schools Book 2 & 3 (Minna: Islamic Education Trust, 
1990): pp. 118-121. 
47 M. B. Sambo and M. Higab, Islamic Religious Knowledge for WASC, Book 2, New Edition (Lagos: 
Islamic Publications Bureau, 1986): pp. 36-4; M. B. Sambo and M. Higab, Islamic Studies for Junior 
Secondary Schools, Book Three (Lagos: Islamic Publications Bureau, 1990): pp. 99-102. 
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and his followers were actually called Muslims.48 The last but not the least in this series 
comes from Abubakar A. Fari. Dealing with many issues not related to this research in 
what he titled as “Rediscovering the Qur’n”, Book 1, he picks up issues with Western 
Christians and their African accomplices for their depiction of Jesus, done intentionally 
out of arrogance to exert western hegemony over the whole world in defiance of the truth. 
Similar to Muslim groups who project Jesus as black especially in the US as we shall see 
in chapter five, he traces Jesus’ roots to Iraq through the lineage of Abraham, and insists 
that the portrait of Jesus should look more like an Iraqi not “Blair or George Bush” 
(British or American) as it has been depicted. Done to hoodwink ignorant Christians, he 
believes, he calls it a case of clear fraud and deception slavishly accepted by African 
clergies for the sake of their stomach. In his words:  
 
each party benefits from the other. On the one hand, for some few dollars, the US 
and European, so-called white is portrayed as one with looks like Jesus. On the 
other, the African Reverend in many cases is an animist, to the core. Back home, 
it is his traditional gods that rein supreme, and not Christianity. The real 
motivation, are the benefits accruing from the dollars he secures from Europe, and 
the US to better his life. To him, displaying something that pleases the donor is a 
payback. Each benefits from the fraud.49  
 
 
 
 
 
1.9 Conclusion 
 
From the literature reviewed, what the average Nigerian Muslim has to shape his or her 
representation or perception of Jesus by often seems to be determined by the works of 
polemicists and apologists. Even at the grass-root, the emphasis seems to be guided by 
polemics and apologetics, “you are wrong, we are right”. There is absolutely nothing 
wrong with religious leaders passing unto faithful followers the tenets of their religion 
when done with the right intension. That is basically their vocation. Given the Nigerian 
                                                 
48 M. A. Balogun, F. I. Muhammad and W. O. A. Nasiru, Islamic Studies for Junior Secondary Schools 3 
(Lagos, Longman, 1993): pp. 87- 91. 
49 A. A. Fari, Rediscoring the Qur’n, Book 1 (Kaduna: Sankore Educational Publishers, 2007): pp. 100-
101. 
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context, it is understandable why every Mallam or religious educator will feel the 
urgency of protecting the faithful from the influence of their Christian neighbours owing 
to their sometimes zealous but ill informed activism. Hence, the representation of Jesus 
must remain the very focus of their theological concerns, in view of their responsibility 
for safeguarding the tenets of the Muslim faith. However, when such presentation is 
shallow and lacking in balance, the consequence is counterproductive. Deprived of the 
knowledge about the wealth of Islamic literature of Jesus as we shall see, the average 
Muslim is left with an incomplete picture or image of Jesus that will stay for life and 
which as a consequence will influence his or her view of a Christian and Christianity in 
general with obvious effects on his or her relationship with non-Muslim neighbours. 
Although it is rightly pointed out in the literature reviewed, though without much 
emphasis and application to everyday life, every true Muslim esteems Jesus as demanded 
by the Muslim faith, the bulk of Islamic sources imparting knowledge about the 
outstanding positive portrayal of Jesus in Islam, which would have a positive impact on 
mutual Christian-Muslim relations remain inaccessible to majority of the faithful. The 
picture that the Qur’n gives of Jesus – as well as the Sunna and the large Islamic 
literature on Jesus which we shall encounter in the course of this presentation – shows 
that indeed Muslims and Christians have more in common than the average faithful are 
made to think. Leaving doctrinal controversies apart, who is Jesus to the Muslim on a 
practical level? What do his mission and ministry mean to the average person? How can 
his attributes, titles and miraculous works be related to the day to day struggle of the 
Nigerian masses? Should they only be left to the imagination?  What image of Jesus do 
we see among the sw in comparison to what is available to the average Nigerian 
Muslim? What impact would the sw perceptions of Jesus have across the board among 
Christians and Muslims who hold Jesus dearly? These and other questions we will seek to 
address in the appropriate chapters ahead.  
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CHAPTER TWO: ISLAM AND MUSLIMS IN NIGERIA 
 
2. Introduction 
 
This chapter and the next two form the basis for not just understanding the religious 
landscape, as far as Nigerian Islam is concerned, but also the conditions and contexts of 
inter-religious conflicts between Christians and Muslims that have gone unabated for 
years. Nigeria and Nigerians have travelled a long distance to get to where they are today 
and many still carry with them the baggage of past experiences. Although many of them 
do not openly admit or simply downplay the impact of Nigeria’s historical past on 
Christian-Muslim relations in the country, experience has shown that Nigerian Christian-
Muslim relations are shaped in part by historical antecedents. The circumstances and to a 
great extend, the policies or philosophies that surrounded the evolution of Islam and 
Christianity in Northern Nigeria produced separate religious communities, institutions, 
identities, cultures and ideologies that were and continue to be antagonistic to each other. 
Religion continues to provide not only the boundaries between communities but also the 
justification for most of the conflicts witnessed so far as we shall show in chapter four. 
On a historical note, while the Muslims continue to point to the trans-Atlantic slave trade 
and the colonial legacy which they associate with Christianity as responsible for 
Nigeria’s present woes, their Christian counterparts often miss no opportunity pointing to 
the evils of trans-Sahara slave trade, the nineteenth century jihâd of Usman Dan Fodio, 
the colonial legacy with its administrative system of indirect rule and Northern Muslim 
Islamization drive and hegemony. Both groups continue to feel cheated and bitter as they 
struggle to undo these past legacies. Capitalizing on the assumed limited knowledge as 
well as lack of exposure of many non-Muslims and some Muslims alike, Muslim elites 
have often presented Islam as a blessing and therefore as the only solution to Nigeria’s 
problems. Christian elites do not only see hypocrisy and insincerity in this posture but 
also see it as a deliberate provocation in view of past and contemporary events. Both 
groups have turned not just political rallies including other public gatherings as well as 
their respective pulpits in churches and mosques into platforms of attack on the others’ 
religion, claiming to "educate" their fellow Muslims/Christians by that. No one needs to 
be told that this approach will continue to worsen matters, especially if we bear in mind 
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the massive ignorance of the others’ religion even among the elites. For example, many 
Christians have shown and still claim that they are ever ready to “sacrifice” their lives to 
prevent the Islamization of Nigeria not because they are knowledgeable about Islamic 
teachings concerning the position of non-Muslims (dhimm) under Islamic rule but 
because they are being told that Islam has no tolerance of the other especially in a wholly 
Islamic context. Recent events of Islamic terrorism around the globe further exacerbate 
the fear. The situation is not different on the Muslim side either. Everyone now feels 
appropriately and convincingly armed, not necessarily by guns, but by his or her 
acclaimed knowledge of the other to push back and defeat the opponent. It is therefore 
important to go through some of the thorny issues which are often taken for granted but 
which are the reservoirs out of which all sorts of animosities emanate. Hence, a brief 
overview of the history of Nigeria highlighting the historical processes through which 
identity groups were formed and compartmentalized, focusing on the spread of Islam 
including Muslim groupings in Nigeria would be apt as a starting point laying the 
background to understanding the subsequent material and presentation.  
 
2.2 Brief History of Nigeria  
 
2.2.1 Early History to independence 
As a modern political entity, Nigeria came into being in 1914 through the amalgamation 
of the crown colony of Lagos, the colony of Southern Nigeria, and the protectorate of 
Northern Nigeria by the British Colonial Masters. Today, it has thirty-six administrative 
states, in addition to Abuja, the federal capital territory. The coastal city of Lagos, in the 
southwest, used to be the federal capital until the desire to relocate to Abuja, assumed to 
be central to Nigeria, materialized in 1991. Nigeria is the most populous country in 
Africa with slightly over 140 million (140,345,488) people as the January 2006 disputed 
national census figure suggests, with an annual exponential population growth rate of 
3.18 per cent.1 Although this census figure has been dismissed as highly disputable,2 we 
                                                 
1 See Federal Republic of Nigeria Official Gazette Vol. 96, No. 2, Abuja, 2nd February, 2009. Visit also 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/world/africa; http://nigeriaworld.com/articles/2007/Jan/112.html, accessed on 
23.04.09. 
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can take it as not being far from the truth, not as suggested by regions, but as a whole in 
the absence of any authentic alternative.  
Due to the over 370 ethnic groups with Igbos, Yorubas and the Hausas as the three 
dominant ethnic groups, English, the language of the colonial Britain, was adopted as the 
national language. Apart from the human resources, Nigeria is rich in natural resources 
like petrol, natural gas, tin, iron ore, gold, coal, limestone, niobium, lead, zinc, kerosene 
and arable land, to mention but a few. The discovery of oil in the 1970’s led to the 
abandonment of other sectors of the economy, especially agriculture which used to be the 
major source of income for the nation. Today, oil accounts for about 90 percent of 
Nigeria’s income. Despite being Africa's largest producer of oil, pumping about 3 million 
barrels of crude oil a day when the situation in the Niger Delta, the oil region, is calm, 
and America’s fifth largest supplier as well as having the seventh largest natural gas 
resources of any country in the world, vast majority of its population still live in abject 
poverty due to endemic corruption as well as other factors.3  According to the United 
Nations, the Poverty rate in Nigeria has gone up from 46 percent to 76 percent over the 
last 13 years.4 
 
Nigeria is the second to Sudan in surface area, alluded to be 1,045 km (650 miles) long 
and 1,126 km (700 miles) wide, occupying an area of about 336,669 square miles (923 
768 square kilometers).5 It is bordered in the Southwest by the Republics of Benin and 
Togo, part of Northeast and Southeast by the Republic of Cameroon, most of Northeast 
                                                                                                                                                 
2 This is the feeling of many Nigerians because of the alleged contradictions in the figures. For example, 
many question how Kano could be said to the most populous city in Nigeria instead of Lagos. As usual, it 
is seen as largely influenced by regional, ethnic, religious and political bias. See Chidi Anyaeche, 
http://nigeriaworld.com/articles/2007/Jan/112.html, accessed on 4.04.09. 
3 Nigeria is ranked by Transparency International as one of the most corrupt countries in the world. Nigeria 
has moved from the 2nd or 3rd most corrupt countries in the world between 2000-2003 to the 32nd as 
indicated in the latest ranking in 2007 by the global anti-graft body. This does not mean that Nigeria is no 
longer corrupt as before but simply that other countries have become more corrupt. See ThisDay (Lagos) 
27.09.2007. However, it should be noted that other factors besides corruption are also responsible for 
Nigeria’s poverty level like mismanagement, global economic conditions that are at the disadvantages of 
countries like Nigeria and a host of other factors. 
4 Sahara Admin, “Full Transcript of US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton Speech in Meeting with Civil 
Society Groups in Nigeria” in Sahara Reporters, 13.08.09. 
5 Nigeria Demographic Document of 26.01.1998 at http:/www.tcol.co.uk/Nigeria/nige2.htm+geography, 
pp. 1-11, accessed on 16.09.08.  
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by the Republic of Chad and North central stretching to the Northwest by the Republic of 
Niger. 
 
As shall be made apparent in the course of this study, the religious composition of the 
country in its present form is not unconnected with its earlier exposure to external 
influences. Societies in the savanna were exposed to ideas from North Africa and the 
Middle East, while those along the coast interacted with Europeans who came across the 
Atlantic.  
 
Even though Nigeria as a political entity was created in 1914 as aforementioned, both 
oral traditions and archaeological evidences, rightly reveal that its people have a long 
history, with human habitation in some places dating back to before 500 B.C.6 Already 
by 1000 A.D., many groups with distinct political characteristics had evolved.7 Until the 
nineteenth century, many kingdoms rose and fell. Even though numerous creation myths 
and oral traditions of how these kingdoms came into existence, developed and fell may be 
dismissed, as far as to the historicity of events they refer to, Toyin contends that they 
point to the fact that: 
 
Societies had existed for so long that tracing their beginning can be difficult; that 
societies had to cope with their environment and develop on the basis of their own 
initiative; and that one group had to interact with others as the migration stories 
point to such linkages.8 
 
There is sufficient evidence of mutual interaction among the pre-colonial kingdoms. 
Rising to prominence as independent states, with minimal external interferences (at least 
locally), at different times in some cases and as contemporaries in others, there were trade 
and diplomatic relations cutting across Kanem-Borno, the Hausa Kingdoms, the Middle 
Belt, the Niger Delta, the Yoruba Empire of Oyo, the Benin Kingdom and beyond.9 
                                                 
6 Ibid, p. 1. 
7 Ibid, p. 10. 
8 T. Falola, The History of Nigeria (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1999): p. 18. 
9 There were centralized states ruled by powerful kings and chiefs and based at the capital cities with 
provincial administrators loyal to them, while the non-centralized states had no central government, with 
power vested in elders and associations of young people based on village or small town or chiefdoms. The 
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These interactions account for Northerners’ presence in the south long before the jihâd of 
Usman Dan Fodio and vice versa – irrespective of religious affiliations and ethnic 
considerations. Prominent among the factors that brought about inter-state relations apart 
from trade were religious, social and cultural agencies such as age-grade associations, 
secret societies, marriage ties, and oracle practices. Due to ecological differences, the 
states depended on one another to meet their basic and sometimes secondary needs. There 
were salt and fish in the coastal communities, kola nuts in the forest zones and rock salt, 
horses, and cattle products in the north for exchange. In the process of expanding 
interaction, ideas spread, bonds were strengthened, regional trade flourished, and 
intermarriage was encouraged.10  
 
This scenario was boosted by contacts with the outside world – first, in the North and 
then, in the South. As we shall see below, the most significant influence in the North 
came from Islam and the trans-Saharan trade some four to five centuries before the 
Portuguese made their permanent presence felt in the South around 1486. A century later, 
the Portuguese, who limited their efforts to trade and Christian witness, with no territorial 
desire, were to be overtaken by the British, French, Germans, etc. This corresponded with 
the new demand for cheap labour on plantations in the New World. Consequently, the so-
called “triangular” era surfaced as trade in slaves escalated and dominated the earlier 
trade items: pepper, cloths, beads and ivory. With Arab enslavement on the one hand, as 
we shall see, and this new drive for cheap labour on the other, millions of Nigerians were 
loaded in vessels and exported as slaves while others were chained and trekked for days 
un-numbered to destinations only known to their captors.11  
 
Both Arab and European slavery, which lasted until the 19th century, set Nigerians, and 
Africans at large, against themselves. Traditional rulers who had the customary mandate 
and responsibility to protect their subjects, including local merchants, sided with the 
captors by becoming middlemen against their own people for personal gains. Because 
                                                                                                                                                 
centralized states in the north were later to become advantageous to British colonial masters, as we shall 
see. 
10 T. Falola, The History of Nigeria…, p. 27. 
11 Ibid, p. 31; J. A. Azumah, The Legacy of Arab-Islam in Africa: A Quest  for Inter-religious Dialogue 
(Oxford: One World, 2001): pp. 109-169.  
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most slaves were obtained through war and raiding expeditions, violence and inter-
communal conflicts became the order of the day. The foundation upon which Nigerians 
had co-existed and interacted relatively peacefully was set on the path of enmity and 
rivalry which still persist till today as the evil seeds of mistrust, bigotry, ethnicity, 
nepotism, tribalism, regionalism and all other ‘isms’ were sowed at a scale never 
witnessed before. These internal and external rivalries marked the fall of the pre-colonial 
empires. In the south, the powerful kingdoms of Oyo, Niger Delta, Benin and Arochukwu 
disintegrated and the woes of the Hausa states culminated in another event having a 
major impact on the development of Northern Nigeria and the wider area: the jihâd of 
Usman dan Fodio.12 The Arabs and Europeans used these internal decay and rancor to 
their advantages as they – especially the Europeans in the 19th century – did not miss any 
opportunity at consolidating and imposing colonial control on the region.  
 
2.2.2 Arab/Muslim and European Penetration 
 
Many might wonder why Arab and European penetrations are here treated 
simultaneously; bearing in mind that Nigerian’s contact with the Arab world long 
preceded European penetration. As indicated from the onset, many Muslims in Nigeria 
think their Christian counterparts know very little or nothing at all about the Arab legacy 
in Africa and in Nigeria in particular. Hence, they are quick to point at the woes of the 
“triangular” slave trade of America and Europe with little or no mention of Arab/Islamic 
enslavement in Nigeria. The tendency has always been to speak of Arab/Islam 
involvement in Africa/Nigeria in glorious terms while at the same time dismissing and 
condemning in strong terms European involvement in Africa/Nigeria with obvious 
implications for Christianity.13 The situation is worsened, partly by recent studies – 
                                                 
12 Although it is unhistorical to parallelize the Fulani jihâd as well as other contemporary jihâds in West 
Africa then with modern terrorist jihâd, speaking of the Fulani jihâd in overtly glorious terms is not 
balanced. Books like those of Murray Last, The Sokoto Caliphate (1967), Mervyn Hiskett, The Sword of 
the Truth… (1994), Peter Clarke, West Africa and Islam… (1982) and Shehu Abdullahi, On Search for a 
Viable Political Culture: Reflections on the Political Thought of Shaikh ‘Abdullahi dan Fodio… (1984) 
have this weakness. For focusing so much on the cultural, military, political… achievements of the Fulani 
jihâd and the Sokoto caliphate (which must not be denied, either), they simply did not pay enough attention 
to its ills or "the dark sides" of it, and thereby, their studies represent a view that must be balanced.  
13 On a popular level, this is the kind of argument one always hear from Nigerian Muslim neighbours and 
friends. 
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mainly books written by western authors – which speak gloriously of Arab/Islam legacy 
in Africa/Nigeria. These studies came about during a shift in post-colonial Western 
discourse on Islam, due to past experience, especially medieval Western European 
demonization of Islam. Due to feelings of inherited guilt about the colonial and 
missionary past, mainline post-colonial Western discourse on Islam moved from extreme 
Islamophobia (the fear and demonization of Islam) to what some have termed 
Islamophilia (the love and romanticisation of Islam).14 Some Muslims have capitalized on 
this trend and are quick to criticize the Christian past assuming that the Christians will 
accept their own side of the story without any scrutiny and consequently repent on behalf 
of their long gone Christian mentors. As indicated, Christians have shown and continue 
to show that they are not as ignorant about the Muslim past as the Muslims think or are 
made to think. They (Christians) are not only critical of the Muslim past but also of much 
of the colonial legacy. As we shall show, they claim that colonial legacies worked more 
to the advantages of the Muslims over against their non-Muslim counterparts. Sensitive 
historical issues in Islamic/Muslims’ engagement with Nigerians such as the Jihâdists’ 
slaughter and massive enslavement have not only become common knowledge but also 
hot commodities of discontent among the Christian population. It does no one any good 
for Christians and Muslims to continue to play the ostrich instead of genuinely seeing and 
acknowledging the past for what it actually was, even accepting responsibility where 
necessary so that a future of mutual understanding would be built. Experience has shown 
that efforts in Christian-Muslim dialogue in Nigeria have largely remained the dialogue 
of the deaf because of the deep-seated suspicion that neither group is genuinely 
committed to the peace process. For example, many Christians have often reiterated that 
unless Muslims begin to be objective and balanced in their presentation of both Christian 
and Muslim past, particularly on the trans-Atlantic as well as the trans-Sahara slave trade 
including the jihâd, there can be no ground for any dialogue. Because the trans-Saharan 
slave trade is mostly depicted as less brutal than the trans-Atlantic slave trade, 
particularly within the Nigeria context, as indicated, we will focus on the former not only 
to correct the imbalance and distortion but to show the evil of both, if Nigerian Christian-
Muslim dialogue is to move on.  
                                                 
14 J. A. Azumah, The Legacy of Arab-Islam in Africa… p. 6. 
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2.2.2.1 Arab/Muslim Enslavement 
 
While the history of the spread of Islam in Nigeria is reserved for later treatment below, 
we will attempt to cite Arab/Muslim enslavement of African at large and non-Muslim 
Nigerians in particular as a remedy to the aforesaid impasse. Bernard Lewis rightly says 
that historians:  
 
have a moral and professional obligation not to shirk the difficult issues and 
subjects that some people would place under a sort of taboo; not to submit to 
voluntary censorship, but to deal with these matters fairly, honestly, without 
apologetics, without polemics, and of course, competently…We live in a time 
when great efforts have been made, and continue to be made, to falsify the record 
of the past and to made history a tool of propaganda; when governments, religious 
movements, political parties, and sectional groups of every kind are busy 
rewriting history as they would wish it to have been, as they would like their 
followers to believe that it was…Those who are unwilling to confront the past 
will be unable to understand the present and unfit to face the future.15  
 
This is exactly what this researcher is calling for, as without such honest and critical 
approach, given the fact that humans share certain common characteristics irrespective of 
time and context, the dreamed peaceful co-existence between Christians and Muslims in 
Nigeria will remain a mirage.  
 
Contrary to the assumption that slavery in Muslim Africa was an indigenous African 
practice that underwent internal transformations, research has shown that Muslim slavery 
in Africa had deep and independent roots in the Islamic tradition.16 Even though some 
African Muslims took advantage of the slave system to satisfy their selfish economic 
needs, the researcher finds the analyses of certain scholars questionable.17 On the 
contrary, many Muslims wholeheartedly viewed their involvement in slavery and the 
                                                 
15 B. Lewis, Islam and the West (New York: Oxford University, 1993): p. 130. 
16 J. A. Azumah, The Legacy of Arab Islam…p. 109. 
17 See the works of J. S. Trimingham, Islam in Ethiopia (London: Oxford University, 1962); M. Hiskett, 
The Sword of the Truth: The Life and Times of the Shehu Usman Dan Fodio (Evanston: Northwestern 
University, 1973): pp. 77-79; A. A.  Mazrui, The Africans: A Triple Heritage (London: BBC, 1986): pp. 
102-5; I. Sulaiman, A Revolution in History: The Jihâd of Usman Dan Fodio (London and New York, G. 
Mansell, 1986): p. 111; A. G. B. Fisher and H. J. Fisher, Slavery and Muslim society in Africa: The 
Institution in Saharan and Sudanic Africa and the Trans-Saharan Trade (London: Hurst, 1970); S. Miers 
and I. Kopytoff, “Introduction” in S. Miers and I. Kopytoff (eds.), Slavery in Africa: Historical and 
Anthropological Perspectives (London: University of Wisconsin, 1977): pp. 3-85 etc. 
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slave trade as a legitimate Islamic response to the problem of kufr as many spiritedly 
executed the raids, slaughter, kidnapping, trade and enslavement of millions of traditional 
African believers as a religious duty.18 John Azumah argues that: 
 
any denial or minimizing of the religious and, hence, Arab-Islamic motivation and 
stimulus for slavery in African-Muslim societies is to deny something African 
Muslims stood, fought and died for, namely that slavery was an important part of 
their religious life.19  
 
While we do not deny the existence of slavery in traditional African societies as it was 
the case in ancient slave systems of Europe and Asia prior to any external contacts, we 
hold that slavery as practiced by African-Muslim communities differed from slavery in 
traditional African societies. As we will demonstrate below, as far as the perception and 
practice of slavery is concerned, African Muslims had more in common with their 
Muslim counterparts in other parts of the Muslim world than with their traditional 
African compatriots. It should also be borne in mind that prior to Arab and European 
penetrations, slavery in traditional African societies was incidental and on a low profile, a 
situation that drastically escalated owing to the high demand for slaves first from the 
Arab world and subsequently from the New World. No wonder, European and Arab ships 
in the Atlantic and the Indian Oceans and the caravans across the Sahara rather than the 
hinterland of African societies were the targets of arrest by the anti-slavery command.20 
 
Slavery was more rooted in African-Muslim societies as compared to non-Muslim 
societies. A clear example of this phenomenon is the case of northern Nigeria where 
slavery was at the heart of its religious, cultural and economic life. Lovejoy and 
Hogendorn quote a British colonial officer portraying European anti-slavery policy in the 
early twentieth century to have said: 
not only is the holding of slaves legal, by religion and long usage, in these 
territories, but the sudden discontinuance of the system would produce an 
enormous dislocation of all social conditions; the owner, who is dependent on his 
slaves for the cultivation of his estates and for every form of his wealth, would be 
                                                 
18 J. A. Azumah, The Legacy of Arab Islam… p. 118. 
19 Ibid, p. 120. 
20 H. Thomas, The Slave Trade:  The History of the Atlantic Slave Trade: 1440-1870 (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1997): pp. 590-627. 
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impoverished by their loss; and the slaves themselves, though not immediately, 
would to a great extent fall into idle habits and bring about a general economic 
lost.21  
 
F.L. Shaw, wife of Lord Lugard, concurred to this policy of gradual abolition of slavery 
in northern Nigeria by stressing thus:  
 
the fact has to be faced by the administrator in Mohammedan Africa, that the 
abolition of slavery is not a straightforward task of beneficence. It carries with it 
grave and undeniable disadvantages to the slaves as well as their owners, and the 
objections urged against it by the local rulers and employers are not by any means 
without foundation.22  
 
William Wallace, high commissioner of Northern Nigeria then also wrote: 
 
I am in complete touch and sympathy with the semi-civilized (Muslim) peoples of 
the Hausa states and I can assure you most positively that if a policy of wholesale 
liberation of domestic slaves is pursued it will mean a ruin of this protectorate at 
no distant date.23  
 
Admitted that slavery predates both Islam and the Fulani Jihâd,24 examples abound to 
show how Islam legitimized and enhanced its practice. When slave raiding and trading 
were banned following colonial intervention, the legal status of slavery in Muslim 
territories, as opposed to ‘pagan’ territories, was recognized, and indeed, sanctioned 
under colonial law on religious, economic and social grounds. The pioneer German 
explorer, Barth, who traveled through Borno in the mid 19th century gives a lucid 
description of the enterprise in the kingdom, the principal agents being Arabs, Senegalese 
                                                 
21 P. E. Lovejoy & J. S. Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery: The Course of Abolition in Northern Nigeria, 
1897-1936 (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1993): p. 68. 
22 F. L. Shaw (Lady Lugard), A Tropical Dependency: An Outline of the Ancient History of the Western 
Soudan with an Account of the Modern Settlement of Northern Nigeria (London: James Nisbet, 1905): p. 
460. 
23 P. E. Lovejoy and J. S. Hogendorn, Slow Death for Slavery, p. 73. 
24 As early as the 11th century, songs of praise were sung in honor of famous slave raiders. Two examples 
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Perham, Native Administration in Nigeria (London: Oxford University Press, 1962): p. 45 and T. Hodgkin, 
Nigerian Perspectives: An Historical Anthology (London: Oxford University Press, 1960): p. 71. 
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and Fulani Muslims. In what he referred to as a slave catching exercise, he gave an 
account of raids against the traditional believers of Musgu between 1851 and 1852 in 
which over twenty thousand cavalry with another large number on foot marched against 
the inhabitants of Musgu, murdering, burning, and destroying crops as they went. In one 
of the raids, he reported:  
 
...the army marched, murdering, burning, destroying as they went. The inhabitants 
knowing the objects of their march, usually fled before them to the forest, that 
they may save their persons… The villages were nonetheless burnt, and the 
surrounding crops destroyed. When prisoners were captured, only women and the 
young were kept. Full grown men were massacred.25 
 
 
On another occasion, the scenario was gruesome: 
 
A large number of slaves had been caught this day. Altogether they were said to 
have taken a thousand, and there were certainly not less than five hundred. To our 
utmost horror not less than one hundred and seventy full-grown men were 
mercilessly slaughtered in cold blood, the greater part of them being allowed to 
bleed to death, a leg having been severed from the body.26 
 
In his Reflections of a Pioneer, Miller describes the procedure, mostly occurring in the 
night, in vivid terms:  
 
the dark moonless night; the village surrounded by the band of men armed with 
spears and flintlocks; the signal in a loud voice, “Allh Akbar,” followed by the 
throwing of torches into several huts and zarebas; the consequent fires, panic, and 
murder of the males of the village; women, girls, and children caught up and 
carried away together with men or boys who survived; the final act, the utter 
destruction of the village. Only a blackened ruin remained to show what had been 
a pleasant little centre of busy farm and social life.27 
 
The justification for this brazen act according to Miller was, “Allh was pleased that so 
many unbelievers had been killed, and there were so many prospective Moslems added to 
the company of the faithful.”28 
                                                 
25 F. L. Shaw, (Lady Lugard), A Tropical Dependency…, p. 421. 
26 H. Barth, Travels and Discoveries in North and Central Africa, vol. 2, 2nd ed. (London: Longmans, 
Green, 1957): pp. 412-3, cited in Azumah, The Legacy of Arab Islam…, p. 150.  
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Slavery is regulated and sanctioned in Muslim’s classical sources: the Qur’n and the 
hadth.29 While Islam prohibits Muslims catching and selling other Muslims into slavery, 
it sanctions the enslavement of non-Muslims. Some of the pious stipulations in the 
Qur’n and the hadth regarding slavery only remained at the theoretical level as the 
actual practice showed otherwise. Colour and race also played a vital role in 
Arab/Muslim enslavement of Africans as most believed that to be black is to be a slave.30 
This belief arose from the understanding that black Africans are the descendant of the 
biblical Ham who was cursed by God for his supposed indecency to [Gen. 9:22] his 
father, Noah. Arab sources portray Arabs as descendants of Shem, and blacks – 
sometimes including Copts and Berbers and the Sindh of India – as descendants of Ham, 
with most assigning the Turks and Slavs to Japheth. In the Muslim-Arab versions, blacks 
are condemned to be slaves and menials, Arabs are blessed to be prophets and nobles, 
while Turks and Slavs are destined to be kings and tyrants.31 Al-Tabari notes: 
 
Ham begat all those who are black and curly-haired, while Japheth begat all those 
who are full-faced with small eyes, and Shem begat everyone who is handsome of 
face with beautiful hair. Noah prayed that the hair of Ham’s descendants would 
not grow beyond their ears, and that wherever his descendants met the children of 
Shem, the latter would enslave them.32 
 
Ibn Qutaybah (828-89) added another dimension to it by asserting that the curse on Ham 
was not only responsible for the servitude of the blacks but that the curse was also 
actually responsible for the change of their color from light-skinned to black.33 Another 
contemporary school of thought was that the hot climatic conditions of tropical Africa are 
responsible for the color and debased characteristics of black people.34 Based on this 
assumption, or should we say conviction, Arabs/Muslims considered the enslavement of 
black Africans justifiable.  
                                                 
29 Slavery is not the focus of this study. For details on this see J. A. Azumah, The Legacy of Arab Islam… 
pp. 124-128. 
30 Ibid, p. 129. 
31 Al-Tabari. History, vol. 2, trans. W. M. Brinner (New York: University of New York, 1987): pp. 10-17.   
32 Al-Tabari, p. 21. 
33 A. Muhammad, “The Image of Africans in Arabic Literature: Some Unpublished Manuscripts,” in J.R. 
Willis (ed.), Slaves and Slavery in Muslim Africa, Vols. 1 and 2 (London: Frank Cass, 1985): p. 56.  
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Locally, what mattered was difference in religious persuasion rather than race. Muslim 
rulers and their subordinates saw slave raiding as a religious duty. ‘Uthman Shehu Dan 
Fodio justified his discrimination against, and hostility towards, non-Muslims on the 
religious conviction that “that which has been specified is the separation between infidels 
and Muslims, on the authority of a clear ruling”.35 Sultan Bello divided Northerners, and 
by extension, Nigerians into three categories. The first he called pure Muslims, the 
second were Muslims who combined Islam with Pagan rituals, and the third were “the 
heathen who never enter Islam.” The second category had two choices, repentance or 
death, but the third had none. He ordered “let their children and women be taken and their 
property divided. The Mallams are in entire agreement about this point.”36 His son 
followed in his footsteps by reducing the non-Muslims to less than humans: 
 
let us thank God … The King who shows no mercy to the unbeliever… A man 
who has no knowledge (of Islam), he is a mere creature of the bush. He can have 
no wish to live among men.37 
 
The major sources of slaves were war (jihâd), raid, tribute, purchase and kidnapping. 
Mecca, the holiest city of Islam, was a major centre for the slave trade and remained so 
well into the twentieth century.38 Apart from slaves captured for local use across Africa, 
slaves were exported also from Kanem-Borno through Fezzan to Cairo, Tripoli and 
Qayrawan. The kings of Borno were reported to have become extremely rich with 
proceeds from the slave enterprise even to the envy of the Egyptians.39 It would not 
surprise anyone therefore today when some Angas, Mupun, Sayawa, Mwaghavul, Chip, 
and Mernyang etc people jokingly wish for an opportunity to revenge the treatment 
meted on their ancestors whose remnants migrated to the Jos Plateau from the Chad basin 
due to the insecurity of the time. It is reported that some communities were completely 
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annihilated while some others fled to the safety hilly terrain like Tula, Cham, Gwoza 
etc.40  
 
Kano was another well known centre from which slaves, captured from non-Muslim 
tribes such as the Gwari and Kataf, and in some parts of the Middle Belt, were 
transported across the Sahara to the slave markets of Tripoli. The Arab-Muslim slave raid 
was so brutal and massive,41 such that the ruler of Borno had to seek redress when 
Muslims suddenly became targets, having depleted the non-Muslim population, by 
formally complaining in writing to the Sultan of Egypt. Part of the letter reads:  
 
These Arabs have devastated all our country, the whole of al-barnu, up to this 
day. They have seized our free men and our relatives, who are Muslims, and sold 
them to the slave dealers (jullab) of Egypt and Syria and others; some they have 
kept for their own service… restrain the Arabs from their debauchery.42  
 
The experience in East Africa was not different. It was equally horrible, to say the least. 
Many died at the hands of the Arab slave raiders. A. J. Swann describes what he saw 
when he came face to face with the phenomenon in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century:  
 
As they filed past we noticed many chained together by the neck… The women, 
who were as numerous as the men, carried babies on their backs in addition to the 
tusk of ivory or other burden on their heads… It is difficult to adequately describe 
the filthy state of their bodies; in many instances, not only scarred by the cut of a 
‘chikote’ (a piece of hide used to enforce obedience), but feet and shoulders were 
a mass of open sores… half-starved, ill-treated creatures who, weary and 
friendless, must have longed for death.43  
 
When he asked one of the headmen what happens if any of the slaves became too ill or 
weak to continue the journey, he was told: 
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spear them at once! For, if we did not, others would pretend they are ill in order to 
avoid carrying their loads. No! we never leave them alive on the road; they all 
know this custom. 
 
When he again asked, ‘who carries the ivory when a mother carrying a baby and ivory 
gets too tired to carry both?’ he was told: she does! We cannot leave valuable ivory on 
the road. We spear the child and make her burden lighter. Ivory first, child afterwards.”44 
 
Deaths resulting from the slave raids and movements were so numerous that it has been 
estimated that for every slave that reached the destinations, four or five lives were lost in 
transit.45 Another estimation puts it at ten for every life that arrived the destinations.46 
 
Locally, the jihâd of Usman Dan Fodio in northern Nigeria degenerated into brazen 
slave-raiding expeditions so that by 1900 when the British colonial rulers proclaimed the 
northern region a British protectorate, Sokoto was reputedly the largest slaving empire in 
the world. Lovejoy describes the Sokoto caliphate as ‘the largest slave society in Africa 
in the nineteenth century and one of the largest slave societies in modern history’ with 
Adamawa as ‘the major slave reservoir’ of the caliphate.47 Heinrich Barth, the German 
explorer who frequented Northern Nigeria during this period – the 1850’s, as earlier 
noted – documented how some chiefs and emirs, like the chief of Zaria, were holding 
9,000 slaves.48 Contrary to the reformative propaganda which allegedly set the jihâd on 
course, slave labor, repressive taxation and various forms of extortion from mainly 
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“pagan” populations is said to have enriched Fulani rulers.49 It is reported that Zaria, 
Bauchi, Adamawa and other southern emirates made annual returns of slaves to the 
empire headquarters in Sokoto. The Zaria emirate became wealthy to the point of wanting 
to declare independence from Sokoto in the middle of the 19th century due to its exploits 
on the “pagan” tribes like the Kataf, Kaje, Kagoma, Kachia and Sabon Kaura.50 Sub-
emirates like Keffi and Jama’a were established and those not subdued permanently were 
forced to pay tributes as dhimm. Abuja was occasionally raided.51  
 
Bauchi, which is believed to have been one of the principal agents that sowed the seed of 
animosity which still ravages the Jos Plateau today, was also famous for its raids. Fisher 
and Fisher, quoted in S. G. Best, report a legend that each of the six children of the 
original founder of the Hausa states received special gifts: Kano and Rano were dyers and 
weavers, Katsina and Daura were traders, while Zaria and Bauchi were slave dealers.52 
Yakubu, who incidentally was imposed on the Jos Plateau by the colonial government as 
we shall see below, happened to be the only non-Fulani emir that was given the jihâd flag 
by Dan Fodio directly. In his short reign, sub-emirates like Misau, Wase, Lafia and Dengi 
were founded in the course of his over forty one raids. Only the providence of nature, the 
rocky terrains of the Angas, Jarawa, Anaguta, Birom, Sayawa, Mwaghavul, Montol, 
Taroh and other tribes on the Jos Plateau shielded them from his attacks.  
 
Nigerian Muslims still look up to the Sokoto Empire, detested by their non-Muslims 
counterparts, as the ideal for which they are striving.53 Although the Middle Belters and 
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those in the Adamawa region were not subdued or conquered, they suffered nevertheless. 
An account of the tactics employed by the Muslim slave raiders against a non-Muslim 
community, Gwari, is vividly captured by Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, the former Prime 
Minister of Nigeria. He describes the scene thus:  
 
On their arrival in this place, they all dismounted from their horses, and lay down 
at the foot of some thick shady trees, where no-one could see them. At this season 
the rains had begun to set in, and all the farmers were about to clear their farms. 
Now there was no way that these pagans could sow a crop sufficient to feed them 
for the whole year, so they had to come out of their towns and come down to the 
low ground to lay out their farms in the plain. Despite this however, they were not 
able to tend their farms properly, for fear of raiders. When the raiders reached the 
village, they hid on the edge of the farms. Early in the morning, just before the 
time of prayer, the pagans began to come out from their villages making for the 
farms. The raiders crouched silently, watching everything that they were doing. 
They held back until all the people had come out. Then, after they had settled 
down to work, thinking that nothing would happen to them, the raiders fell upon 
them all at once, and seized men and women, and even small children. Before the 
pagans had realized what was happening, the raiders had already done the 
damage. At once other pagans began to sally forth, preparing to fight to wrest 
back their brothers who had been captured. Af! Before they were ready, the 
raiders were far away. They started to follow them, but they had no chance of 
catching them… They kept on going until, by God’s grace, they reached home 
safely.54   
 
The reign of Umaru Nagwamatse (1859-76), the emir of Kontagora and grandson of Dan 
Fodio, has been described as ‘the crudest, cruelest form of imperialism.’55 He was known 
for setting the crops of entire villages on fire in order to starve the inhabitants to 
extinction. One of his sons, Ibrahim, who succeeded him was nicknamed ‘the eater up of 
towns’ as he followed in the footsteps of his late father by reducing or wiping out many 
communities. When the British anti-slavery searchlight was hunting him for notorious 
slave raiding activities, he was reported to have sarcastically retorted, ‘can you stop a cat 
from mousing? When I die it will be with a slave in my mouth.’56 A praise singer sang 
the praise of a popular Muslim slave raider as follows: 
 
                                                 
54 Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, cited in M. Hiskett, ‘Slavery in Hausa Islamic Literature’ pp. 112-113. 
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even if you go as far as Egypt, a chief like him you will not find. There is none 
like Masaba, burner of pagan villages, here and then. There is none like 
Mohammad Abubakar Masaba.57 
 
Even though al-Kanemi opposed the jihâd of Dan Fodio as we shall see below, he 
embraced his, and his successors’ philosophy of enslaving ‘pagans’ within Muslim 
territories. He ordered that ‘only the great men among them must become Muslim 
…while the poor people are left to do as they please’.58 Karl Kumm, Clapperton, Fisher, 
Johnson and Orr, among many other authors, posit that at colonial intervention, Rabeh of 
Borno had between 200,000 to 300,000 slaves, while half of Kano’s population by 1824 
was estimated to be slaves with 30 slaves to each free man by 1827, and that by the close 
of the 19th century, 25-50% of the entire Hausa population were believed to be slaves. 
This left the Middle Belt and other areas which suffered the same fate depopulated.59 The 
practice had become so rooted to the point that when the abolition efforts began to take 
its course, many Muslims saw it as a threat to their livelihood and an attack on Islam. 
When the sultan of Morocco was asked by the British Consul General in charge of that 
region about the measures he was taking to abolish the slave trade, he employed history 
and religion to his defense:  
 
Be it known to you, that the traffic in slaves is a matter on which all sects and 
nations have agreed from the time of the sons of Adam, on whom be the peace of 
God, up to this day-and we are not aware of its being prohibited by the laws of 
any sect, and no one need ask this question, the same being manifest to both high 
and low and requires no more demonstration than the light of the day.60  
 
While many have tried to portray the "humane" face of Arab/Muslim slavery in their bid 
to defend Islam as mentioned above, documents abound to the contrary regarding what 
actually took place in practice, as demonstrated. Apart from the millions who perished on 
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the way, the condition and experiences of the female slaves who served as household 
servants and cooks, and concubines for those deemed attractive, and the male slaves used 
on plantation farming, recruited into infantry groups and those castrated to serve as 
eunuchs, is better imagined than described. The aftermath of the raids was unequal 
development, depopulation, tension and perpetual conflict between the Muslim societies 
and the non-Muslims ones. Studies have been carried out on the responses of the non-
Muslims to the Muslim slave raids.61 From those who mutilated their women to look 
unattractive to the Muslim slave raiders to those who fled to remote and inaccessible 
places on hills and valleys for safety, others responded with rebellion and violence. Apart 
from those who attacked caravans passing through their territories, some actually formed 
anti-Fulani-Islamic confederations to repel the attacks. The Birom were said to have 
mobilized the Ron-Kulere, Afizire, Ganawuri, Kataf, Irigwe, Buji and Gwadara while the 
Mwaghavul did same with the Burum, Ankwai, Montol, Pyem, Taroh and Challa/Ron. 
The resistances was so sharp that by 1900, Northern Nigeria was already fragmented into 
“an Islamized holy north and a ‘pagan Middle Belt,’” notwithstanding the fact that there 
were still some “pagans” living in the holy north and vice visa. Lines were drawn, even if 
informally, strictly based on religion. The appearance of the colonialists with Christianity 
provided an alternative such that not long afterwards, the dividing line became sharper 
with consequences that are still a stack reality today. The stumbling-block erected still 
stands tall today. 
 
 
2.2.2.2 European Penetration 
 
Following the exploration of Northern Nigeria by British explorers like Hugh Clapperton, 
Henry M. Denham and the Lander Brothers to determine the commercial worth of the 
                                                 
61 See S. J. Hogben and A. H. Kirk-Greene, The Emirates of Northern Nigeria…, 1966, pp. 230, 553; C. 
Orr, The making of Northern Nigeria, p. 86; L. F. Blitz, The Politics and Administration of Nigerian 
Government (London: Sweet and Maxwell, 1965): p. 17; J. H. Boer, Missionary Messengers of Libration in 
a Colonial Context: A Case of the Sudan United Mission (Amsterdam: Rapodi, 1979): p. 127; P. C. 
Logams, The Middle Belt Movement in Nigerian Political Development:… 1985, p. 115; C. L. Temple, 
Native Races and their Rulers: Sketches and Studies of Official Life Administrative Problems in Nigeria 
(London: Frank Cass, 1968): p. 344; C. L. Temple, The Northern Tribes of Nigeria (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1925); W. M. N. Geary, Nigeria Under British Rule (London: Frank Cass, 1965) etc.   
 49
hinterland from 1830,62 western scientists, business men and mission agencies became 
interested in the region with conflicting interests.63 This coincided with the Industrial 
Revolution of the eighteenth century leading to more and more Europeans coming to 
Nigeria due to the change in demand for raw materials. Due to excessive rivalry and 
competition between indigenous and foreign merchants, the Royal Niger Company 
emerged and exerted monopoly over trade. The leader of the Royal Nigeria Guard, Sir 
George Taubman Goldie, incidentally undertook the ground work for the creation of 
Northern Nigeria. He led the RNC which secured British interest in Northern Nigeria up 
to 1899 against those of the French and Germans. Although the scramble for and partition 
of Africa in the Berlin conference of 1884-1885 by France, Britain, Germany, Portugal, 
Belgium, Italy, and Spain had wished otherwise, Goldie’s magnanimity, including British 
diplomacy and the use of force, made Britain to successfully ward off other competing 
rivals and established its rule over Nigeria. By 1900, the protectorate of Northern Nigeria 
was proclaimed with Lugard taking over its administration from the RNC. 
 
The occupation of Nigeria, and Northern Nigeria in particular, by the British was a 
mixture of blessings and disappointments. Although the southerners as well as the 
Muslim population in the North64 resisted British occupation and resorted only to the 
                                                 
62 Mungo Park had met his death on the river Niger twenty years earlier trying to reach the North for the 
same purpose. S. G. Best, Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria:…, p. 101. 
63While the interest was mostly commerce, Christian mission agencies wanted to stem the spread of Islam 
and also produce a new set of Nigerians, and Africans in general, who would see the evil of slavery and 
slave trade and fight it to a stand still. Driven by their desire to spread Christianity, many of them became 
agents of imperialism so as to have the freedom to move freely. The effects of their mission work which 
lumped together evangelism, school, health and  agriculture produced a new class of elites who later 
became the vanguard for independence.   
64 In the North, notable resistances came from Kano, Sokoto, the Tiv in the Middle Belt and the French in 
Borno, but all were subdued and one emirate fell after the other which culminated in the proclamation and 
consolidation of the protectorate of Northern Nigeria. The resistance took several forms. Muhammad S. 
Umar has made a comprehensive study of the intellectual responses of northern Muslims to colonialism-the 
Emirs, the Ulam, and the western educated Muslim elites. When it was clear that armed resistance was not 
a good option, many turned to Islam for an eschatological response. While many looked forward to the 
emergence of the Mahdi, many turned to temporary accommodation by accepting the conquest with their 
“mouth” and not with their “heart” (taqya) until such a time that they would be able to rebel, and still 
others turned to migration as the only option of resistance. When the British deposed the Emir of Bauchi 
and wanted to replace him with another, the Sultan of Sokoto is reported to have said, “we do not want 
your administration in the province of Bautshi and if you have interfered we do not want support from 
anyone but God. You have your religion and we have ours… Between us and you there are no dealings 
except as between Musulmans and unbelievers, war, as Almighty God has enjoined us. There is no power 
or strength save in God.” In the south notable resistances were those of King Kosoko, the chiefs of Ijebu 
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Islamic principle of taqya when the resistance failed, British occupation turned out to be 
a blessing in disguise for Islam. The Christianization of ethnic nationalities, replacement 
of trade in slaves with ‘legitimate commerce’ in raw materials, the establishment of 
schools and hospitals, among other things, were a welcome development particular to the 
non-Muslim population because it gave them a new voice and identity with which they 
challenged the status quo. In fact, it should be noted that Christianity got to the North 
only after British occupation. However, the hope of many non-Muslims for the British 
conquest to curtail the dominance and aggression of the Fulani emirs was soon betrayed 
by British policies which favored Islam the most. The gulf which existed between 
Muslims and non-Muslims widened. 
 
Many factors were responsible for the British success. Apart from the intelligence 
provided by explorers and missionaries, including their superior weapons and more 
resources at their disposal, one major factor that aided their conquests was a house 
divided against itself. Due to selfish considerations for wages, stipends, closeness to 
power, and other opportunities, Nigerians turned against themselves. As the Hausa saying 
goes that a city is only conquered with the help of a son of the soil, many were recruited 
into the British army, and through or with them, the conquests were made possible. It has 
been pointed out that the West African Frontier Force that subdued the north had many 
Hausa soldiers fighting against their own land and people. How the Mahdist uprising of 
Satiru, north of Sokoto, was crushed in 1906, is a classic example of how indigenes 
united with the British force to promote the British course. Many did not only fight but 
                                                                                                                                                 
Ode, the Jaja of Opobo, Chief Nana, King Ovonramwen and the Aro. From the southwest: Lagos, Ijebu 
Ode, Abeokuta, Ibadan, and Oyo and to the southeast which led to the collapse of the Delta states of 
Opobo, Brass, Bonny, Elem Kalabari, and Okrika in the east, and Itsekiri in the west. Next were the 
conquest of Benin kingdom and the Igbo and Ibibio regions east of Benin and north of the Delta groups 
respectively. See M. S. Umar, Islam and Colonialism: Intellectual Responses of Muslims of Northern 
Nigeria to British Colonial Rule (Leiden: Brill, 2006); C. Orr, The Making of Northern Nigeria, p. 213; A. 
Burns, History of Nigeria (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1969): p. 189; J. F. A. Ajayi, Christian 
Missions in Nigeria 1841-1891: The Making of a New Elite (London: Longman, 1987); E. A. Ayandele, 
The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria 1842-1914: A Political and Social Analysis (London: Longman, 
1966) etc. 
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served as spies, interpreters, guides, companions, translators, and ambassadors. Through 
them it was easier for the British to conquer due to enhanced intelligence operations.65 
 
2.2.3 Colonial Rule 
 
Having successfully subdued various protests and resistances across the country, at least 
to some extent, the British embarked on policies that created more rifts between Muslims 
and Christians, including other non-Muslims groups, rather than healing the wounds of 
the past. The ultimate objective for the British was the achievement of British interests at 
all cost.66 Because the territory was seen as an embodiment of Islam, the first assurance 
which Lugard gave the Muslim rulers was that their religion would not be interfered with 
either by the government or by Christian missionaries. With few exceptions, the North 
was shielded from Christian mission.67 However, Christianity and the “pagan” population 
did not get that same assurance and protection as Islam and Islamic values were literary 
allowed and even encouraged to extent to non-Muslim territories. British policy of 
indirect rule made this possible. 
 
Due to shortages in financial, human and infrastructural resources, coupled with 
contemporary events around the globe,68 the British established a central administration 
to manage the entire country and the system of indirect rule for the Northern region, 
which was later extended to the south with significant opposition. Lord Lugard 
eventually succeeded in amalgamating the three autonomous territories, two in the south 
and one in the north, into one Nigeria. Prior to this exercise, the Lagos colony and the 
protectorate of southern Nigeria were merged with the capital in Lagos, thus reducing the 
                                                 
65 T. Falola, History of Nigeria, pp. 62-65. 
66 They tried to maintain law and order only in so far as it was able to facilitate the collection of taxes and 
trade, paying little attention to issues of justice, equity and fairness. Whitaker opined that internal change 
was necessary only to the extent that it could further the realization of British commercial and political 
goals. See C. S. Whitaker, The Politics of Tradition: Continuity and Change in Northern Nigeria (New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1970): 49. 
67 To ensure the non-interference policy, Christian missionaries were warned to desist from preaching or 
engaging in ministry work in most part of the North. See J. H. Boer, 1979, p. 179; Zaria Provincial files 
(ZARPROF) at the National Archives, Kaduna etc. However, W. R. S. Miller noted he was allowed to go 
anywhere using his discretion. See W. R. S. Miller, “Church Missionary Society, Hausa Mission Report 
(Annual) 1908” in 942/1909, Zaria Provincial files (ZARPROF), National Archives, Kaduna. 
68 Eg, World War I, Ghana-Ashanti war, Language etc. 
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earlier “three Nigerias” into “two Nigerias” before it eventually became “one Nigeria” in 
the amalgamation of 1914. Indirect rule turned out to be a wolf in sheep clothing. 
Although aspects of traditional rule considered “repugnant to natural justice” (slave 
raiding, amputation for theft, stoning to death for adultery etc.), were out-lawed, the 
institution of domestic slavery was retained because it was a source of wealth and 
prestige for the emirs.69 Fulani rulers were retained through indirect rule not only because 
of the aforementioned reasons, but additionally, they were considered more civilized than 
other natives, particularly the non-Muslims. Muslim rulers were therefore appointed to 
rule over non-Muslim territories as a right. Islamic Judges were appointed and shar`a  
courts established in non-Muslim territories. Muslim overlordship spread like wild fire 
across the North and Southwest even in regions that had remained unconquered70 and the 
process of assimilation nearly uprooted cultures and values. For example, non-Muslim 
chiefs began to copy the dressing and turbanning culture of Muslim emirs. The chewing 
of kolanut by non-Muslims to change the color of the teeth, a symbol of emirate dignity, 
as well as fluency in the Hausa language became a norm.71 A sense of superiority, on the 
one hand, and inferiority on the other became contagious and still is even today.72  
 
This was created over time, thanks to colonial policy of discrimination. Long before 
colonial rule was established, the impression that the Fulani were an intelligent stock and 
therefore superior to their “pagan” counterparts, considered inferior and therefore of 
lower status, had set the tune for the kind of relationship that the explorers, colonialists, 
missionaries and authors alike, were going to have with the natives based on this 
                                                 
69 C. S. Whitaker, The Politics of tradition:…, p. 41. 
70 See J. S. Trimingham, “The Phases of Islamic Expansion and Islamic Culture Zones in Africa” in Lewis, 
M. 1966, pp. 129-131; T. G. Gbadamosi, The Growth of Islam Among the Yoruba (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1978): p. 309.  
71 A. D. Yahaya, The Native Administrative System in Northern Nigeria (Zaria: Ahmadu Bello University, 
1980);  S. G. Best, Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria:…, p. 105. 
72 In a recent trip to Awe, Nasarawa State, a co-passenger from the Hausa-Fulani extraction (a Muslim) 
charged all non-Muslims in Nigeria with usurpation. As far as he was concerned (as other Muslims also 
feel), the Hausa-Fulani are born to rule, the Igbos for commerce and the Yoruba for the academics. He 
never mentioned the numerous other ethnic groups. He was towing the line of what has become known in 
Nigeria as the “Maitama Speak” syndrome. Alhaji Yusuff Maitama Sule (Kano), one time presidential 
candidate and former Nigerian Representaive to the United Nations, is known for having no regrets for 
publicly declaring a biological division of labour and talents for Nigerians with rulership exclusively 
reserved for the Hausa-Fulani stock, academics unlimited for the Yoruba stock and buying and selling for 
the Igbo stock. 
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perception.73 Although Mungo Park’s ambition was short-lived due to his early demise, 
he noticed how the Fulani considered themselves the superiors of all Negro races. Shaw 
quotes him as saying “… and when talking of different nations always rank themselves 
among the white people.”74 Barth described them as the most intelligent of all the African 
tribes.75 French administrative officers described them as “born rulers and incomparably 
above the Negroid tribes in ability.”76 Morel pointed to their “…delicacy of form, 
refinement of contour and simple dignity of bearing distinguished this strange people, 
…possess the delicacy of brain and subtlety of intellect…The intellectual average of the 
Hausa is undoubtedly lower than that of the Fulani.”77 Lugard and his wife, Flora Shaw, 
came to Northern Nigeria soaked in this belief. Lugard volunteered, “I am anxious to 
utilize, if possible, their wonderful intelligence” being a uniquely intelligent “caste of 
rulers”, and a “virile race” waiting to be regenerated for future use.78 Their alleged 
natural and physical qualities were what thrilled Flora Shaw: 
 
the caste of the face even when black in colour, being frequently European in 
form, with the high nose, thin lips and deep set of eye, the Aristocratic thin hand 
and the slight but somewhat square shoulder are frequently noticeable; the ruling 
class in the North are deserving in every way of the name of cultivated gentlemen; 
we seem to be in the presence of one of the fundamental facts of history, that 
there are races which are born to conquer and others to perish in conquest.79 
 
Major Burdon, in line with his comrades, spoke of their resolve to subject the non-
Muslims under the Fulani because of their perceived superiority: 
our aim is to rule through the existing Chiefs…to enlist them on our side…We 
cannot do without them…My hope is that we make of these born rulers a high 
                                                 
73 It is worth noting how Craniology played a part in the debasement of the blacks by the colonialists and 
missionaries. The Muslim treatment and perception of blacks cited above was also partly influenced by 
Craniology. Craniology generally is that area of science that deals with the study and measurement of the 
human skull. It became crucial to racist white philosophers of the 18th and 19th centuries (Hegel, Gobineau, 
Levy-Bruhl, etc) who use the discipline to prove that Blacks, Native Americans, Indians, etc were 
biologically inferior to white people. White scientists in Europe and the United States went about collecting 
the skulls of dead Blacks and Native Americans, studied and measured the cranial cavities in order to prove 
they were smaller than those of the white people – and by implication contained a smaller volume of brain 
matter. See Pius Adesanmi “Nigeria: Of Rulership and Craniology” in Sahara Reporters, 28.6.09. 
74 F. L. Shaw, A Tropical Dependency, p. 376. 
75 H. A. S. Johnston, The Fulani Empire of Sokoto, p. 17. 
76 S. G. Best, Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria:…, p. 112. 
77 E. D. Morel, Nigeria: Its Peoples and its Problems (London: Smith, Elder and Co. 1911): p. 119. 
78 F. L. Shaw, A Tropical Dependency p. 17; Lugard, 1900, pp. 26-27. 
79 Ibid, pp. 83-85. 
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type of British official, working for the good of their subjects in accordance with 
the ideals of the British Empire.80  
 
Side by side with this glowing perception was the dehumanizing perception of the non-
Muslims by the same colonialists, Fulani emirs and sometimes, some Christian 
missionaries. Non-Muslims were placed at the bottom of human civilization in Northern 
Nigeria. Derogatory terms were used to describe them, such as “savage”, “primitive”, 
“cannibals”, “heathen”, “uncivilized”, “head hunters” and the like.81 Muslims called them 
“arna” and “kafirai” even to this day. In anthropological and demographic studies of the 
“pagan” tribes commissioned by the colonialists, the description went bizarre. The Atakar 
were described as “head hunters”, the Ganawuri “naked cannibals”, and the Kaje and 
Moroa drunkards who despite farming plenty of grains, made alcohol with them and 
starved for half of a year, resorting to eating “bitter roots and what they can buy or 
steal”.82 Temple called the Kaje born thieves, robbers and drunkards such that drinking 
had left a mark on their skull formation.83 The Kagoro and Kataf were described as lazy 
simpletons, thieves, and professional robbers, such that the first drop of water drank by 
their infants was stolen. The Tangale were born head hunters, who required that all males 
must produce the heads of ten men killed by themselves before they could marry.84 
 
Some missionaries did the same. Kumm who also perceived the Fulani as “intelligent and 
most civilized black people,” likened Gazum on the Plateau to “Golgotha”: a land full of 
human skulls and no grave yards because the people ate their weak, sick and old.” 
Descriptions like “the land of darkness…dark are the bodies of the people…darker still 
their souls”, “wild savages”, “given to cannibalism” (Kabwir-Panyam people) etc 
punctuated Kumm and Maxwell’s works.85 Similar depictions could be seen in Boer.86 
                                                 
80 M. Crowder, The Story of Nigeria (London: Faber and Faber, 1966): pp. 212-213. 
81 F.  Lugard, The Dual mandate in Tropical Africa (London: Frank Cass, 1922); C. Orr, The Making of 
Northern Nigeria, 1965, pp. 113ff. 
82 A. J. N. Treamearne, “Notes on Some Nigerian Head-Hunters”, in Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute, Vol. 1 1912, pp. 142-143. 
83 C. L. Temple, The Northern Tribes of Nigeria…, 1925, np. 
84 K. H. Kumm, From Hausaland to Egypt through the Sudan…, 1910, pp. 112ff. 
85 K. H. Kumm, Zaria Provincial files (ZARPROF) at the National Archives, Kaduna 1907, p. 206. 
86 J. H. Boer, Missionary Messengers of Liberation in a Colonial Context:…, p. 169. 
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While the missionaries used their own depictions to recruit more missionaries, the 
colonialists cited above used it as a form of discrimination. Such depictions served as 
justification for the colonialists to subject the non-Muslims to the dictates and caprices of 
their “superior” Muslim overlords. As a people intellectually incapable of managing their 
own affairs, the emirs as well as the colonialists resisted any attempt at independence.  
 
Other measures or colonial policies that further sharpened the division between the 
Muslims and non-Muslims along religious fault lines were in the area of education and 
settlement patterns. Most colonial schools were located in Muslim areas for Muslim 
wards based on social strata alone.87 Most non-Muslim areas were left at the mercy of 
Christian mission, who obviously recruited most of their students from among the non-
Muslim populace.88 This enhanced separate cultural and religious developments with 
scars still visible today. As part of the policy of non-interference, separate settlements 
grew under the permissive eyes of the colonialists. Hence the Birni, Tudun Wada and 
Sabon Gari89 phenomenon became endemic until today. People were called “foreigners” 
in their fatherland. People living in the same city were forced to interact  
only along religious and tribal fault lines. Best rightly opines that patterns of habitation 
like that “increased the tendency toward identity consciousness, along with potentials for 
conflict.90 
 
While this was going on, Christian missionaries on the other hand, mostly among non-
Muslim population, were busy educating hearts and minds in their bit to stem the spread 
of Islam southward. It did not take long before those perceived as inferior and perpetual 
subjects began to demand self determination. The impact of Christianity with all its 
                                                 
87 See C. S. Whitaker, The Politics of Tradition:…, pp. 341-2. 
88 See P. C. Logams, “The Middle Belt Movement in Nigerian Political Development:…”, p. 106. 
89 Only those considered citizens of the emirate, were allowed to live in the birni. Tudun Wadas were either 
directly or informally reserved for other Muslims who were not natives of the emirate. They lived closed 
enough to the birni. Sabon Garis were reserved for “foreigners,” mostly southerners, including southern 
Muslims and other non-Muslim population.   
90 S. G. Best, Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria, p. 121; See also Y. Turaki, The British 
Colonial Legacy in Northern Nigeria: A Social Ethical Analysis of the Colonial and Post Colonial Society 
and Politics in Nigeria (Jos: Challenge Publishers, 1993): p. 188. 
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socio-economic and political packages meant that tensions were growing on both sides, a 
time-bomb that has exploded again and again. The North became only an expression. 
Not only was the North polarized along religious fault lines, the dichotomy between the 
North and the South also widened. The amalgamation only served British interests. 
Instead of working on a common goal, both regions continued to dwell on their 
differences. Sanusi L. Sanusi rightly describes both sides as “tribal Warlords,”91 a 
development still trying to squeeze the fragile “soul” of Nigeria out of her to this day, 
with no sign of fading away soon. Due to the ethnic consciousness and the unequal 
development of the regions, conflicts ensued as one ethnic group competed with another 
for amenities and revenues. Further division and intra/inter-ethnic conflicts became 
inevitable as rulers, whose appointment and tenure of office, with its benefits, depended 
on their obedience to the colonial government, ignored traditions and the wishes of their 
people to please their overlords.  
 
Things were to change, at least temporary, for the better due to increase in awareness as a 
result of the newly acquired education. Soon, educated elite who were sidelined from 
participation in governance for their so-called “excesses, arrogant claims of equality with 
whites, vanity, trickery, and litigiousness,”92 began to challenge the status quo. For the 
first time after decades of animosity as narrated above, Nigerian elites united with a 
common anti-colonial agenda to challenge the status quo, thus giving rise to nationalistic 
and independence agitations.  
 
2.2.4 Nationalism and independence 
 
Although the nationalistic and independence agitations suffered internal setbacks, with 
the north threatening secession for fear of losing its hegemony should independence be 
granted as proposed by the southern parties, their members who were regarded as more 
educated and therefore would dominate, it was soon on course after overcoming the 
                                                 
91 S. L. Sanusi, “Issues in restructuring Corporate Nigeria”, Being a Paper Delivered at the National 
Conference on the 1999 Constitution Jointly organized by the Network for Justice and the Vision Trust 
Foundation, held at Arewa House, Kaduna from 11th – 12th September, 1999. np. 
92 W. R. Crocker, Nigeria: A Critique of British Colonial Administration (London: Allen and Unwin, 
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initial setbacks.93 The agitations which actually began as demands for reforms bore 
unpredictable and spectacular results to the amazement of both the protagonists and the 
colonial masters. Inspired by the nineteenth century resistances to colonial presence and 
domination internally and other liberation activists beyond the shore of Nigeria, the 
twentieth century nationalists believed that the only legacy they could leave for posterity 
was to continue to fight for greater participation in the affairs of their own land and later 
independence even when all factors around them showed it was a herculean, unrealistic 
or impossible task because of the power and the will of the colonial masters to remain in 
control. The colonial masters easily dismissed their effort as an exercise in futility. One 
of the colonial officials had boasted in 1919 that “the whiteman has come to stay as long 
as men lived”.94 As far as the colonial masters were concerned, Nigerians had better learn 
to accept and appreciate colonialism which had come to stay, with no apology, 
whatsoever. Contrary to that assumption, Nigeria suddenly gained independence in 1960 
after sixty years of British rule. 
 
The nationalists capitalized on the failures of the colonialists which were among other 
things racial discrimination, cultural insensitivity, corruption, and economic hardship,95 
to gain mass following among the populace. The torch bearers of the nationalist 
movements like Ernest Ikoli, Nnamdi Azikiwe, Herbert Macaulay, Obafemi Awolowo, 
etc, gained inspirations from independence agitations across the globe and wanted to 
make it a reality for their own fatherland on a national basis. They left their imprint on 
the sand of time through their activities in the Nigerian National Democratic Party 
(NNDP),96 founded in 1923 by Herbert Macaulay, the Nigerian Youth Movement 
                                                 
93 Apart from the fear of southern domination due to literacy advantage, the Middle Belt was also seeking 
autonomy from the north. Both were seen as threats to northern hegemony. See A. Magid, “Minority 
Politics in Northern Nigeria: The Case of the Idoma Hope Rising Union” in R. Melson and H. Wolpe eds. 
Nigeria: Modernisation and the Politics of Communalism (Michigan: The University Press, 1971); S. G. 
Best, Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria 1996, p. 147. 
94 R. Cudjoe, “Some Reminiscences of a Senior Interpreter” Nigerian Field, 1953, p. 159.   
95 Nigerians in the civil service complained of racial discrimination in appointments and promotions. 
Traditional values were disregarded or even dismissed as “satanic.” Native authorities could not account for 
taxes collected and many Nigerian businessmen and women were driven out of business by foreign 
companies. 
96 NNDP Manifesto, Lagos, 1923. 
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(NYM),97 founded in 1934, the Nigerian National Council (NNC), founded On August 
26, 1944, which later transmuted to the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons 
(NCNC) to accommodate Cameroonians in Lagos, brought together different kinds of 
associations and people into one united front with Herbert Macaulay as President and 
Nnamdi Azikiwe as Secretary General, etc. Their efforts paid off but this was not to last.  
 
The problem of regionalism, created by colonialism, soon began to raise its ugly head 
again as emerging leaders resumed their agitations for regional autonomy rather than 
national cohesion. This development led to the emergence of regionally-based political 
parties. Obafemi Awolowo led the Action Group (AG), transformed into a political party 
in 1951, in the west. The Northern People’s Congress (NPC), founded in 1949, 
resurrected the memory of the 19th century caliphate and used Islam to create a solid 
party for the north. NPC’s exploitation of religion for selfish gain led to the formation of 
a second left-wing party, the Northern Elements Progressive Union (NEPU) in the north, 
led by Aminu Kano. Several Middle Belt “tribal” groups which soon metamorphosed into 
political parties like the Non-Muslim League of Northern Nigeria, the Middle Zone 
League, the Middle Belt People’s Party and the United Middle Belt Congress etc 
emerged to challenge the Islamic threat and to cater for Christians and other non-Muslim 
interests. While NEPU’s opposition was ideological, the Middle Belt opposition was a 
combination of territorial and cultural/religious factors. Imitating NPC, they also used 
anti-Islamic themes to win support.98 The NCNC shed off its earlier national identity for 
parochial eastern (Igbo) interest. One author observed that “things would never be the 
same again as leaders abandoned pan-Nigerian issues and focused more and more on 
regional concerns. Within one generation, nationalists became tribalists, interested in 
independence for narrow gains.”99  
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Due to the review of the Richard Constitution in 1951 which enhanced more level-plain 
opportunities for political participation and competition and the many positive socio-
economic and political changes of the 1950’s, Nigerians began to smell the aroma of self-
rule. Delayed by the fear of domination by the south on the north on the one hand, and 
the fear of the minority on the other, what could have been achieved in 1956, 1957, and 
1959 respectively finally came to fruition on October 1, 1960 following the General 
Elections of 1959 that saw the emergence of Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa Balewa as Prime 
Minister. Happy though with the independence gained, many challenges were to follow 
soon after. 
 
2.3 Independence to Present 
 
2.3.1 Independence to the Transition to the Second Republic 
 
Typical of every suppressed personality, Nigerians sought to reassert their hegemonies 
one over another within the first decade of independence. This reassertion expressed 
itself in three main ways. First, the parliamentary system of government inherited from 
Britain was soon discarded for the US presidential system, though only in name, after just 
five years of independence as if to tell the British enough was enough.100 Second, coup 
and countercoup was introduced into the polity in 1966. Third and the most devastating 
that almost extinguished the dream of a united independent Nigeria was the civil war 
from 1967 to 1970. 
 
Several factors have been adduced as being responsible for the abrupt end of the First 
Republic in the coup of January 1966. While some attribute the fall to the normal process 
of modernization, especially in a newly independent country, obtainable anywhere, some 
attribute it to the absence of “nationally shared value” necessary to overcome the 
limitations of regionalism and ethnicity. Yet, some have singled out violence in the 
                                                 
100 Apart from the inability to appropriate the parliamentary system, regionalism gained sway resulting in 
discrimination (within and without), misadministration, oppression and neglect. The two violent outbreaks 
in Tiv land in 1960 and 1964 were protests against northern hegemony. 
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Western Region as being responsible. They have failed to reason that the violence was a 
consequence and not a cause of instability. It has also been argued that failure to see 
political power as a means to an end by politicians crippled the First Republic. Ethnicity 
and the colonial factors have been the argument and counter-argument by other analysts. 
While some argue that the many “tribes” of Nigeria made the country ungovernable, 
citing the civil war as an example, others point to the colonial policy of divide and rule 
which set Nigerians against each other. Still others have attributed it to three interrelated 
factors, namely, the nature of politics, the character of the state, a weak state which 
inherited many problems created by colonialism, and the country’s role in the 
international economic system which contributed to its underdevelopment.101 Whether 
taken as whole or a combination of these factors, the political system which had come to 
be known as the principle of “winner takes it all” was marred by inter-party conflicts and 
intra-party crises. Religious, ethnic and sectional affiliations became useful tools in the 
hands of the few self-seeking elite and politicians who manipulated the poverty-stricken 
and vulnerable masses for their selfish ends.  
 
With only about ten thousand men and women in the army and their non-interventionist 
orientation, politicians and analysts alike did not contemplate any possibility of military 
takeover. This was a costly mistake and miscalculation as the military was also a product 
of the context within which they operated. Being part of the society, it was also 
politicized with the same desire for the spoils of power to which both those retired and 
those serving were being denied. As if heralding the dawn of a new era free from the 
elite-syndrome, corruption, regionalism and ethnicity which would mark the end to the 
sufferings and shame of Nigerians, Major Kaduna Nzeogwu proclaimed: 
 
Our enemies are the political profiteers, the swindlers, the men in the high and 
low places that seek bribes and demand ten percent, those that seek to keep the 
country divided permanently so that they can remain in office as ministers and 
VIPs of waste, the tribalists, the nepotists, those that make the country big for 
nothing before the international circle, those that have corrupted our society and 
                                                 
101 See for example M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria (Ibadan: Spectrum 
Books Ltd., 1993); M. H. Kukah & T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion (Aldershot: Ashbury, 
1996); T. Falola, The History of Nigeria… (1999), etc. 
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put the Nigerian calendar backward. We promise that you will no longer be 
ashamed to say that you are a Nigerian.102  
 
Nzeogwu, unable to assume leadership due to the failure of the coup, Major General 
Ironsi, the General Officer Commanding, became the first military head of state. Marred 
by political wrangling and the twin evils of regionalism and ethnicity, coupled with his 
Unification Decree on May 24, 1966, a counter-coup was staged on July 29, 1966 which 
saw his exit from power and what northerners regarded as Igbo domination. As if they 
became invisible, many Igbo military personnel who masterminded the coup escaped 
unharmed while all Igbo masses in the north became targets of assault and massacre for 
alleged domination in commerce and transport and the exploitation of the populace. This 
would lay the foundation for the civil war that engulfed the country for three years under 
General Yakubu Gowon (then lieutenant-colonel), who assumed leadership after a brief 
vacuum following the counter-coup. 
 
Struggling to gain credibility, especially in the East,103 Gowon’s first year in office was 
greeted by stream of blood. Not long after becoming the military head of state, he 
summoned an Ad-hoc Conference in September 1966. The debate at the conference was 
typically regional with Igbo elite advocating the end of Nigeria as a territorial unit. While 
the Ad-hoc Conference was ongoing, the widespread September-October massacre of the 
Igbo in the north took place. The massacre rate put at between 7,000 and 50,000, coupled 
with the mass exodus of easterners from the North and the West back to the East pushed 
the country to the brink of war. Ojukwu ordered all non-Easterners to leave the East as he 
claimed he could no longer guarantee their safety. With the failure of the Aburi meeting 
held in Ghana on January 4 and 5, 1967, to reach a compromise and the steps taken by 
Ojukwu including his intention “to declare at the earliest practicable date, Eastern Nigeria 
a free, sovereign and independent state by the name and title of the Republic of Biafra,” 
Gowon proclaimed a state of emergency, assumed full powers over the army and 
                                                 
102 Radio Broadcast, Kaduna, January 15, 1966. See full speech in J. Ojiako, Thirteen Years of Military 
Rule, 1966 – 1979 (Lagos: Daily Times Publication, 1979), np. 
103 With Gowon’s assumption of power, the fear of Igbo domination was replaced by the fear of Hausa-
Fulani domination as he was seen as a northern agent. Lieutenant Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu, the military 
governor of the Eastern Region, never recognized Gowon’s leadership on the ground that he was anti-Igbo 
and incompetent. 
 62
government, banned political discussions, divided the country into twelve states and 
announced measures to safeguard federal interests in the East.104 Ojukwu did not take 
Gowon’s action lightly and decided to proclaim an independent sovereign state of Biafra. 
Hoping for massive foreign support for the Biafra cause especially by profit-seeking oil 
companies, Ojukwu addressed the Igbo nation in these words: 
 
Fellow countrymen, proud and courageous Biafrans, this is your moment. When 
we go to war, it will be a war against Nigeria for it is Nigeria that has vowed that 
we shall not exist. With God on our side, we shall vanquish.105  
 
Biafra lost the war despite the sympathy it attracted from the international community by 
pointing to alleged genocide and a possible attempt by the Islamic North to dominate the 
Christian East notwithstanding the fact that the Military head of state was a Christian and 
the government force a combination of both Christians and Muslims. Over a million, 
mostly innocent, lives were lost to the war. The civil war had at its root the political 
culture and instability in the country. Ojukwu was not the first to have advocated for 
secession as similar efforts had been suppressed in Eastern, Western and Northern106 
parts of the country before him when agriculture was still the lifeblood of the economy. 
Another notably secession attempt was in the Niger Delta by Isaac Boro in early 1966 
which took the government four weeks to suppress. Not to downplay other obvious 
factors, the secessionists had one thing in common which still plagues the country to the 
present, selfishness. Gowon was ousted in a bloodless coup on July 29, 1975 by 
Lieutenant-General Murtala Mohammed after Gowon reneged on his promise to restore 
democracy. In the context of this research, religion seemed to have lost assertiveness in 
public and political life under Gowon. It was reintroduced by those who depended on it 
for their political success when Murtala, a Muslim took over.  
 
It was the Murtala Mohammad regime which hoisted the Nigerian flag in Saudi Arabia as 
an indication of the resurgence of Islam after an alleged period of “spiritual darkness” 
                                                 
104 T. Falola, The History of Nigeria, p. 122. 
105 Lt. Col. Ojukwu, Broadcast to the People of Biafra, June 30, 1967, Quoted in T. Falola, The History of 
Nigeria…, p. 122. 
106 M. P. Matthews, Nigeria: Current Issues and Historical Background (New York: Nova Science 
Publishers, Inc, 2002): p. 35. 
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under Gowon.107 Jubilant Muslim extremists interpreted his ascension to power as a 
return to the era of Islamic assertiveness and a vendetta on the Gowon regime. Murtala 
Mohammad did not last long. Barely six months into the regime of Murtala, an 
unsuccessful coup on February 13, 1976, in which he was killed, brought to sudden end 
his short but eventful (as some people see it) reign.  
 
While many people expressed unhappiness over his demise, the atmosphere was 
different, at least in the Middle Belt where the researcher comes from. A song which was 
sung with pride well into the early 1990’s among the Mwaghavul ethnic group in the 
Middle Belt demonstrates this, “Dimka mo Murtala nba we met e? Dimka oh…” 
(English: "Who was the hero between Dimka and Murtala? Dimka of course…”). Even 
though the coup was unsuccessful and led to the death of many Middle Belters including 
Dimka himself, he (Dimka), who led the coup from the neighbouring Ngas tribe, was 
celebrated not just by the Mwaghavul but by the majority of the non-Muslim population 
of the Middle Belt because they viewed the death of Murtala and the end of his 
government as a liberation from Northern/Muslim domination.  
 
Even though power did not move to the Middle Belt, the non-Muslim population had 
cause to celebrate as power went to Lieutenant-General Olusegun Obasanjo, a Christian 
from the South West. Obasanjo’s government tried to cure the ills of society by 
articulating and implementing a philosophy of administration based on nationalism, 
probity, responsibility, and discipline, at least in theory.108 Determined to disengage the 
military and restore democracy, preparations were made for a smooth transition from 
military to civilian rule. Among other measures, a Federal Electoral Commission 
(FEDECO) was appointed to coordinate the process. The ban on politics was lifted on 
September 21, 1978. Not long after the ban was lifted, five out of the over fifty political 
parties that sought registration were successful. They were the Unity Party of Nigeria 
(UPN), Nigerian People’s Party (NPP), Great Nigeria People’s Party (GNPP), National 
                                                 
107 It was a common belief among Nigerian Muslims that all Muslim countries in the world have their flag 
installed and flown at full mast in Saudi Arabia. See M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power…, p. 153. 
108 T. Falola, The History of Nigeria…, p. 151. Even though the immediate past military Head of State was 
a Christian, he was seen as an agent of Northern Muslims coupled with Bello’s Islamization drive.  
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Party of Nigeria (NPN), and People’s Redemption Party (PRP). To avoid the 
parochialism and regionalism of the First Republic, the parties that fulfilled the 
requirements for registration had to prove they were national in character and formation. 
Among the requirements were that: 
 
their membership must be open to all Nigerians, their headquarters must be 
located in the federal capital, their names, emblems, and mottoes must reflect 
national, rather than ethnic or parochial, orientation, and party branches must exist 
in two-thirds of these states…only national parties could canvass for votes, while 
ethnic, religious, and cultural groups were prohibited from contributing funds to 
the parties.109  
 
Contrary to expectations, the requirements were fulfilled only on paper as the parochial 
and regional philosophy and orientation of the First Republic resurfaced in new garments. 
In an atmosphere where professionals (students, academics, civil servants, and labor 
unions) were not allowed to participate and/or contest elections unless they first resigned 
their appointments, the political arena was still dominated by established politicians of 
the First Republic who continued to champion ethnic, regional and religious interests 
over above the common good. The Obasanjo regime fulfilled its promise by disengaging 
the military from power and handed over to an elected civilian government under Shehu 
Shagari of the NPN. 
 
2.3.2 The Second Republic, 1979-1983  
 
The American-style presidential constitution was adopted with the hope that a more 
empowered president at the centre, elected by a majority of votes spread across the entire 
country, would not only represent the national character, but would also gain more 
acceptance, thereby winning the respect of all. Once elected, the president was expected 
to see himself as belonging and representing all Nigerians, not just his political party or 
region or things like religious or ethnic interests since he was elected by all. However, the 
nationwide campaigns and the subsequent results were enough evidences that ethnicity 
and regionalism were not dead. The UPN, NPP and NPN had their majority votes among 
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the Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa-Fulani respectively. Were it not for the last-minute 
intervention of the judiciary supported by the military, Shehu Shagari of the NPN would 
not have been declared winner because he did not satisfy the rule that he must win at least 
55 percent of the votes cast in two-thirds of the states.110 When he was declared winner, 
praise singers and local poets hailed the restoration of the national flag in Mecca again, 
which to them had previously been lying on the ground there.111 
 
During the Shagari administration, as we shall discuss below, religious violence became 
one of the most serious crises of the 1980’s till date. Shagari’s regime marked the 
beginning of significant Christian-Muslim tensions beginning with the burning down of 
eight prominent Churches in Kano. The measures taken by the Shagari’s government did 
not placate the Christians as they interpreted them as anti-Christian. Instead of addressing 
the issues of discrimination in jobs, land allocation, access to radio broadcasting, 
takeover of Christian schools, burned down Churches among others, Christians were told 
to exercise caution in locating Churches among the Muslims even when such Churches 
were built long  before the mosques were built close to them.112  
 
The Shagari regime did not only go further to ignore Christian sensitivity by what 
Christians saw as an effort to turn Abuja, the new capital, into an Islamic city as we shall 
see, his northern political supporters during the contest for re-election in 1983, bragged of 
remaining in power to promote the cause of Islam with no apology.113 Following his re-
election and swearing-in in October for a second term as president in an election that was 
not free and fair, people were nauseated such that widespread jubilations knew no bounds 
when the military struck again on New Year’s Eve, 1983. Major General Muhammad 
Buhari sang the messianic song of a liberator as he promised to salvage the country from 
the shackles of the past.114 
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112 See T. Falola, The History of Nigeria…, p. 169. 
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114 A. Akande, “Buhari where is the Promise?” in 
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2.3.3 The Military back to power, 1983-1999 
 
With the collapse of the Second Republic, the country was plunged or subjected to 
another prolonged military rule that lasted for about sixteen years from late 1983 to May 
1999 under General Muhammad Buhari (1983-1985), General Ibrahim B. Babangida 
(1985-1993), General Sani Abacha (1993-1998) and General Abdulsalami Abubakar 
(June 1998 - May 29, 1999) consecutively. Although all claim to be messiahs, they took 
regionalism and ethnicity, religious bigotry, authoritarianism, corruption, nepotism, 
overdependence on oil, corruption in high and low places, mismanagement or misplaced 
priorities, economic deadlock, unemployment, insecurity, indiscipline which they vowed 
they would fight to a higher level. Their regimes and legacies are the climax that 
dichotomizes between theory and practice. Under their watchful eyes, living standards 
reached their lowest level as the gap between the rich few and the poor masses widened. 
Because no political appointee was certain when power would be lost due to erratic 
changing of power as well as the erratic changing of governors and ministers under every 
ruler to compensate loyalists, everyone is said to have rushed to steal as much as possible 
once appointed to public office.115 With billions and millions vanishing in the nation’s 
treasury at a time of declining revenues, coupled with the repression, humiliation and 
elimination of opponents and critics, ethnic and religious problems were compounded. 
The civil society which often used religion as a platform to express its dissatisfaction was 
further radicalized. Local communities became rebellious. The most painful part of the 
long military rule to Christians was that all the military rulers that held sway to power 
were all Muslims from the northern extraction. The Interim National Government led by 
Chief Ernest Shonekan, unceremoniously installed by Babangida when he lost control, 
was short-lived when Abacha took over in 1993. His sudden death in 1998 saved Nigeria 
from his planned comeback as civilian president.116 “Christian” collective sensibility 
continues to be provoked as some of these rulers have been unsuccessful and continue to 
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want to become democratically elected civilian presidents to accomplish what some 
Christians see as their evil agenda which were short-lived as they were forced to vacate 
office unwillingly, the first in a coup, the second in disgrace, the third by mysterious 
death and the fourth having learned from history and the invisible “hand writing on the 
wall.”117 
 
It must be noted here that it was during the regime of Babangida that the country was 
almost pushed to the brink of religious war between Muslims and Christians. In fact, 
Many Christians were apprehensive to the point of thinking Nigeria would be declared 
Islamic during his regime. Among other steps, his dragging of Nigeria into the OIC, 
subscribing to the Islamic Development Bank, making Nigeria the headquarters of the 
Islam in Africa Organization and the composition of the members of the Supreme 
Council were interpreted by Christians as the final phase after which Nigeria would be 
declared an Islamic state.118 The climax of Christian frustration was expressed in the 
failed coup of Major Gideon Orkar, a Middle Belt Christian officer who threatened the 
excision of the Islamic mainland (Borno, Bauchi, Kano, Katsina and Sokoto) from 
Nigeria due to what he called the “callous and insensitive dominative and oppressive 
intrigues by those who think it is their birthright to dominate till eternity, the political, 
economic and privileges of this great country to the exclusion of the Middle Belt and the 
South”.119  
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2.3.4 Back to Civilian Rule, May 1999 – Present 
 
Having gone through the pains of military dictatorship all under northern Muslim military 
rulers, Nigerians – especially the Christians – breathed a sense of relief owing to the 
emergence of what many saw as a candidate who was likely to protect both Christian and 
Muslim interests. As a ‘born again’ Christian, having met Christ in prison as he claims, 
General Olusegun Obasanjo who ruled from May 29, 1999 – May 29, 2007 won with 
62.2 and 61.8 percent of the vote in the first election in 1999 and in the second reelection 
in 2003 respectively. In the first election, the strongly Christian southeast and the 
predominantly Muslim north voted for him, but he decisively lost his home region, the 
southwest to his opponent, Olu Falae. Christians, except in the southwest, were united 
behind him as well as the Muslims in the north having realized that their days were 
numbered in view of public discontent. Many people saw this as a deliberate scheme, 
even though temporary, to placate the Yorubas as well as Christians all over the country 
as they northern Muslims re-strategize to recapture power120 which has since moved back 
to the north currently under a Muslim President, Alhaji Umaru Musa Yar’adua who 
began his four year term in May, 2007.  
 
When Obasanjo acted contrary to Muslims’ expectations having contributed to his 
coming to power,121 they plotted for the collapse of the regime especially through the 
reintroduction of shar`a  and other intra-party and inter-party squabbles. This was 
clearly demonstrated during his re-election bit in 2003, an election marred by violent 
ethnic and religious overtones, when he lost considerable ground in the north but swept 
the south, including the southwest where he had lost four years earlier. Faced with a 
strong opposition and severe infighting, he managed to survive many impeachment 
moves. His frequent overseas trips especially during his first term, anti-corruption laws, 
recent revelation and allegations of involvement in corruption, ‘third term agenda’, 
                                                 
120 Although this claim equals to a conspiracy theory and therefore problematic to be expressed in a work of 
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121 Eg, his retirement of senior northern Muslim military officers and appointments etc. See S. L. Sanusi 
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chairman of the board of Trustees of PDP, etc remain hot and controversial issues in the 
political debate of the 4th republic both at the high and popular levels even after his 
departure. 
 
Even though it took Nigerians and the international community some while to accept the 
candidacy of Umaru Musa Yar’adua, considered by most Nigerian Christians a lesser evil 
compared to his other challengers, because they knew very little about him other than his 
shar`a  precedence and the role he played in Amina Lawal’s stoning case as governor of 
Katsina State, Nigeria was able to transit from one democratic dispensation to another for 
the first time in its political history. Yar’adua on his own would not have earned Christian 
support were it not for his political godfather, Obasanjo, who imposed him on Nigerians 
to prevent the coming to power of the likes of Buhari and Atiku and to also protect what 
some people see as the skeleton in his own (Obasanjo) closet. Many Christians 
understood the implications of what a government headed by a northern Muslim would 
be without a strong Christian influence at the top and decided to back the Yar’adua-
Jonathan ticket with Obasanjo as the life Chairman of the board of Trustees of the ruling 
party, a provision that has since been thwarted. After a most discredited election which he 
himself acknowledges, Yar’adua was crowned President. Two years so far into his 
tenure, those who imposed him on the Nigerian people have since begun to make 
confessional statements of “great expectation, disappointing outcome.”122 Events 
continue to show that it is still not well with Nigeria. His health continue to pose great 
challenges to the smooth execution of his mandate. His recent moves since he assumed 
office, especially on the anti-corruption crusade, his religious posture, especially his 
deliberate resuscitation of the long suppressed OIC controversy,123 and government 
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appointments, have led many to suspect that he is still trying to re-entrench the Hausa-
Fulani hegemony.124 The skepticism is becoming stronger by the day. Nigerians watch on 
with keen interest what will become of his presidency.  
 
2.4 Historical Overview of the Spread of Islam in Nigeria 
 
The spread and growth of Islam in Nigeria has been variously studied and classified.125 . 
As indicated, Islam has been and will continue to be one of the major religions in Nigeria 
with adherents across the country in varying degrees. The geographical spread of Islam 
today in Nigeria could be traced back to how it came into the country as earlier indicated 
and the factors that were responsible for its spread. Due to its appeal to the religious 
sense of the indigenous people coupled with its political and socio-economic advantages, 
as well as its use of force, it soon gained quite a substantial number of adherents not long 
after it was introduced into the country, especially in the northern and western parts. The 
level of its success in the regions depended on the accessibility and receptivity or 
otherwise of the host communities and the agents and methodology through which the 
message was passed on. The survey will therefore look at the historical spread of Islam in 
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Northern Nigeria, the Western region among the Yorubas, the Middle Belt and Igbo land 
accordingly. 
 
2.4.1 Islam in Northern Nigeria 
 
The new opportunity for international trade relations particularly in slaves as 
aforementioned brought Islam to Northern Nigeria through the Sahara from North Africa 
and from Mali and subsequently Songhay to Kanem-Borno and the Hausa states 
respectively. Following early Arab conquests in the Near East after the emergence of 
Islam in the 7th century, Islam quickly spread to North Africa via Egypt, Spain and as far 
as India in early 8th century (711). After very strong resistance from North African 
indigenous peoples, Islam soon took root and began to find its way to West Africa. The 
demand for slaves in Kanem-Borno and gold in Ghana first opened West Africa to Islam 
through Muslim traders, scholars and religious experts, clerics, marabout126 and military 
personnel from North Africa and the Arab world.127 It is alleged that Kanem-Borno even 
came into contact with Islam temporarily as far back as in 667 AD, almost a century 
earlier before North African traders began their trading activities which finally sealed its 
permanence. By the 11th century Kanem (in Chad) which encompassed Borno already 
had Muslim kings. Due to the activities of the traders and their influence on the ruling 
class who became their first converts, Islam initially came to be regarded as a religion of 
traders and the ruling families. S. A. Balogun concurs thus: 
 
Islam began as a religion of the aliens, then became the religion of the influential 
or ruling elites before it finally got accepted by the masses and became popular 
and later a militant religion.128 
 
                                                 
126 Marabout comes from the Arabic word murbit meaning “one who devotes himself to the practice and 
teaching of religion.” 
127 The Arab Sunni Muslims, who followed Maliki law, had reservations about dealing with West Africans. 
“Trading in hostile countries or in the land of the blacks is disapproved.” J. Kenny, The Spread of Islam 
Through North to West Africa 7th to 19th Century: A Historical Survey with Relevant Arab Documents 
(Lagos: Dominican Publications, 2000): p. 1.  
128 S. A. Balogun, “History of Islam up to 1800” in O. Ikime (ed), Groundwork of Nigerian History 
(Ibadan: Heinemann, 1980): p. 220. 
 72
The economic, social, political and security advantages of the trans-Saharan trade and to 
a large extent force soon made many rulers in Kanem-Borno, as elsewhere, to convert to 
Islam to legitimize their leadership and to also gain respect and acceptance not just 
among their subjects but also their long-distance trading partners. Once the rulers were 
converted, it “was accepted or rejected according to the whims of the ruler that be.”129 
Although many individuals might have converted at their own discretion, the African 
culture of unalloyed loyalty to the family heads and community leaders meant that many 
joined as a sign of their loyalty to their community leaders. But even then, the conversion 
was a slow process which explains the reason why Islam’s main strength at the initial 
stage well into the 17th century remained among the privileged classes, the rulers, the 
administrators, the scholars and the merchants. As the Muslim traders, scholars and 
clerics transacted their businesses and dwelt among the indigenes, each group with its 
unique contribution, a Muslim community emerged among the Kanuri as well as the 
pastoralists. The use of force propelled many to convert even if it were only symbolical 
as a strategy for survival. 
 
Apart from Kanem-Borno, Nigeria was to be influenced to a larger extend through the 
instrumentality of Mali and subsequently Songhai empires. Having been the entry points 
for Islam in the Western savannah like Kanem-Borno, their proximity and relationship 
with the Hausa states, especially Kano, Kebbi and Katsina brought the Hausa states under 
Islamic influence. Although the Hausa states were in contact with Malian and Songhay 
Muslims from the 14th century, it was not until the 15th or 16th century that their states 
came into prominence with their kings’ acceptance of Islam. The Arabs and the Berbers 
of North Africa including the local converts in Borno also played key roles in shaping the 
Islamic identity of the Hausa states.130 Due to the constant war between the Hausa states, 
they became highly engaged in export of slaves both across the Sahara including the 
Atlantic coupled with trade in other local items like leather in exchange for cola nuts.131 
Their travels and trading activities exposed them to Islam. Apart from the aforementioned 
                                                 
129 I. A. B. Balogun, The Life and Works of ‘Uthman Dan Fodio (Lagos: Islamic Publication Bureau, 1975): 
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advantages, Islam’s strategy of temporary tolerating converts, especially kings, to accept 
Islam and at the same time continuing to practice their traditional religions made it 
flourish. Apart from the Maguzawa,132 the Fulanis133 and the Hausas became Muslims in 
considerable numbers even if it was not the purest form of Islam as one would expect. 
Due to mixed motivations for embracing Islam by the indigenous people as well as the 
tolerant methodology, at least for a start, employed by the agents of the Islamic faith, 
initial converts could best be described as nominal as they were allowed to practice their 
new faith alongside their traditional religions. This toleration led to the superficial but 
deep rooted appreciation for Islamic values across the Hausa states comprising of Daura, 
Kano, Rano, Gobir, Garu, Zaria, Katsina, Gwari, Kebbi, Nupe, Kwararafa, Yauri and 
Zamfara.134 The laxity which coincided with the decline of the Songhay empire due to 
Turkish invasion led to a period of stagnation to Islamic spread in Nigeria until the jihâd 
of Usman Dan Fodio at the beginning of the 19th century in 1804.  
 
Even though there were other earlier jihâds135 carried out in Hausa-land before that of 
Usman Dan Fodio, it was his that was to have the greatest effects and most lasting 
impact. As earlier mentioned, the religious motivation for Usman Dan Fodio’s jihâd has 
been elevated above other considerations. Although his religious motivation cannot be 
questioned, the economic, social, political as well as his exclusivist Wahhabi’s 
orientation cannot be denied as other key factors for the jihâd. Or how could one explain 
the brazen maiming and raids, political ascendancy of the Fulani tribe, slave raiding, 
corruption in all levels including the judiciary and other unjust practices that ultimately 
                                                 
132 Found in large number in Kano, Jigawa, Katsina and part of Kaduna, these are also native Hausa but are 
known for resisting Islam in preference of their traditional belief in iskoki (spirits, good or bad). Utterly 
inculturated due to their long existence among the Muslim Hausas, they still maintain their distinction for 
their lack of belief in Allh and saying the Muslim prayer. In recent years, many are turning to Christianity.    
133 To know who the Fulanis are see V. Chukwulozie, Christian-Muslim Dialogue in Nigeria (Ibadan: 
Daystar Press, 1986): p. 27; A. R. I. Doi, Islam in Nigeria…, p. 24; F. H. el-Massri… pp. 8-9 etc. 
134 M. Hiskett, The Development of Islam in West Africa (London: Longman, 1984): pp. 110-19.  
135 It is alleged that Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Maghili first carried out a jihâd in Hausaland. There 
were also other jihâds in Hausaland in the 17th and 18th centuries all aimed at purifying Islam. See J. O. 
Hunwick, Religion and National Integration in Africa: Islam, Christianity and Politics in the Sudan and 
Nigeria (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1992); E. E. Rosander, “The Islamization of ‘Tradition’ 
and ‘Modernity’ in D. Westerlund and E. E. Rosander (eds.) African Islam and Islam in Africa: Encounters 
between Sfs and Islamists (London: Hurst and Company, 1997): p. 15. 
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plagued the movement?136 Crowder said “it is impossible to say whether religious or 
economic motives, class feelings or tribal loyalties played the largest part in the 
revolt.”137 Yusufu Bala Usman also maintains that “out of the ten that followed and 
supported the Shehu only one followed and supported him for religious revival, but the 
majority did for diverse political, economic, social and personal reasons.”138 
Notwithstanding the absolute havoc and chaos caused by the jihâd, its success made 
Islam both the religion of most of the Hausa-Fulani people and the state religion of the 
Hausa kingdoms, which were transformed into a larger Islamic state. It also brought 
about improved security for slave dealers as they moved more freely. Unlike the years of 
uncertainties and threats due to the wars among the Hausa states, security for trade 
movement became prevalent throughout the emirates except for occasional rebellions 
which were often nipped in the bug by the Sokoto authorities. The victorious fighters 
soon established themselves over large areas of northern Nigeria with Usman Dan Fodio 
stationed in Sokoto, the headquarters of the Caliphate, while his warriors were mandated 
to carry the jihâd’s ‘flags’ to the Southwest and other areas. Having defeated the Hausa, 
the Fulani learnt their language and intermarried with their ruling classes. Soon the two 
groups fused to become virtually one indistinct ethnic group under the rule of the Sokoto 
caliphate, based on the enforcement of the shar`a . Because the jihâd was more 
concerned with the increased Islamization of ‘partial’ Muslims rather than the conversion 
of non-Muslims, some large non-Muslim populations, especially the sw and the 
Maguzawa, continued to live side by side with the Muslim population in places like 
Sokoto, Katsina, Kano, Zaria and Bauchi. The jihâd was also resisted in Borno which 
never fell to the Jihâdists’ sword under the Sokoto Caliphate. It was able to maintain its 
own Islamic political leadership throughout the 19th century even to date. Further south of 
the Hausa-land in large parts of the present Bauchi, Plateau, Nasarawa, Niger, Kwara, 
Kaduna, Adamawa, Taraba and Benue States, various ethnic groups stoutly defended 
their territory against the caliphate, and successfully resisted Islam.139 However, many 
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slaves were captured from these places and sold across the Sahara and the Atlantic with 
many used locally as craftsmen, military personnel or farmers as noted.140 In the process 
of these raids coupled with the influence of the Muslim chiefs over non-Muslims, many 
got converted apart from the slaves from the Middle Belt that were captured and brought 
to Hausa-land. Those captured to Hausa-land had to adopt the Hausa language and the 
Islamic religion, and are estimated to have constituted the majority of the population of 
Sokoto and Kano.141 The decline of the Caliphate began within the life time of the Usman 
Dan Fodio himself. Following his death in 1817, the emergence of his son, Muhammad 
Bello (d. 1839) as his successor was challenged by his brother Shehu Abdullahi (d. 1829) 
which led to protracted confrontations even after Abdullahi’s demise. The Caliphate 
never recover from the internal squabbles and selfish aggrandizement until the defeat of 
its eleven and last Caliph, M. al-Tahiru, by the British colonialists at Burmi on 27th July 
1903.142 Henceforth, the political head of the Sokoto Caliphate was stripped of his 
Islamic credentials: he was no longer regarded as Caliph but a Sultan.143 Islam ceased to 
be the state religion from the colonial and post-colonial periods even to the present, 
although there is a concerted effort at reclaiming that at the moment.  
 
However, the colonial period marked another period of expansion for Islam in the North 
and elsewhere due to colonial policy that favored Islam above other religions. This is not 
in any way to deny the setback both Christianity and Islam had to suffer under the 
colonial regime as indicated. However, in comparative terms coupled with the 
constructions of roads, railways and the establishment of new towns like Jos, Islam had 
unequal incentives to extend its influence not just within the north but as far as Ijebu-
Ode, Ibadan, Lagos, Onitsha, Benin and Port Harcourt as Muslim traders took advantage 
of the new infrastructures and opportunities.144 In an attempt not to tamper with the 
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already established Islamic structures, the colonial government protected Islam from 
external intrusion or influence by keeping all non-Muslims in separate quarters known as 
sabon garis, foreigners' quarters outside the city wall of Muslim towns. This was done 
despite the so-called pax Britannica policy of the colonial government which allowed 
everyone, Christians and Muslims alike, to move freely throughout the country in pursuit 
of trade and livelihood. While Christians were restricted from building churches in 
Muslim areas and their priests forbidden to evangelize the Muslims, their Muslims 
counterparts were allowed to build mosques everywhere and interact freely anywhere 
they went. This policy of non-interference which was and is still being interpreted as one-
sided is seen by many people today as the roots of the problems between Christians and 
Muslims that have persisted to this day as discussed above.  
 
The system of indirect rule adopted for convenience in terms of man power and material 
resources also extended the power of the Muslim rulers over their non-Muslim subjects 
especially in the Middle Belt who were made subjects under them. The conversion 
campaigns of Ahmadu Bello after independence as we shall see below further gave Islam 
an edge not just in the north but across the country. Many people, Christians and non-
Christians alike in low and high places converted to Islam for social, economic and 
political reasons as the Sardauna was not mean in lavishing his converts with gifts of all 
sorts including political power.145 The colonial legacy of placing Islam above other 
religions which the Sardauna utilized to the fullest sowed the Muslim hegemonic seed of 
wanting to rule over others in the country as a non-negotiable right. This continues to 
generate tension in Christian-Muslim relations not just in the North but across the country 
as his campaigns were also extended to the Southwest to consolidate earlier efforts that 
began in the 14th century. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
145 S. L. Akintola, a Baptist in the west became the Premier of the Western Region for converting to Islam. 
Many chiefs in the non-Muslim areas got converted to Islam too to retain their positions. Those who did not 
were sacked. See M. Adamu, The Hausa Factor in West African History…, p. 60. 
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2.4.2 Islam in Yoruba-Land 
 
Yoruba-land has the second largest Muslim population after Northern Nigeria in all the 
regions of Nigeria. There has been no agreement on when Yoruba-land came into contact 
with Islam. Tracing its origin has been described as an almost impossible task as some 
scholars consistently argue that the initial contact was unannounced and unplanned 
coupled with the alleged assertion that the first Yoruba converts had to worship privately 
and secretly.146 Many scholars are however of the opinion that the 14th century marked 
the permanent presence of Islam in Yoruba-land onwards. Whatever the case, it is certain 
that Islam had made considerable gains in the region long before the Fulani jihâd of 
1804, through Muslim traders, immigrants, soldiers and teachers. By the 17th century, 
Oyo had already become the paramount Yoruba power due to its intermediary role in the 
slave traffic between the northern Sudanic states and the Europeans. Oyo was known for 
its large export of slaves obtained among native criminals, war captives, slaves given in 
tribute by vassal states, such as Dahomey, and slaves brought from Nupe, Borgu and 
even the Hausa states and Borno.147 While many of the Hausa and Borno Muslims from 
the north were taken through Oyo and shipped as slaves to Brazil, Sierra Leone and the 
United States, many settled in Oyo. Their settlement and the jihâd raids led to an 
unprecedented growth of the Muslim communities not only in Oyo but it extended from 
Ilorin to the coast in places like Ardra, Badagry, Igboho, Ijana, Ikoyi, Iseyin, Ketu, 
Lagos, Suki, Ogbomosho etc between 1840 and 1900. The growth was however not as 
one may be made to think as there were some setbacks in the first half of the 19th century 
to the spread of Islam in the region.148 The success came in the second half of the 19th 
century due to two major factors. The unity that existed among the Yoruba people 
coupled with their homogeneity in culture and their eclectic tendencies was exploited by 
freed Muslim slaves from Hausa-land, Brazil, Europe via Sierra Leone and the United 
States coupled with the influx of Muslim clerics, itinerant scholars and flagbearers and 
traders from the North. By 1871, Ibadan had had its own share with Ilorin incorporated 
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into the Sokoto caliphate.149 With the termination of previous wars which made it 
possible for the many Yoruba people captured and sold in the previous decades to return 
home coupled with the stability brought about by British rule, Islam witnessed 
considerable growth and strength with many new followers drawn to its fold.150 The 
adaptations made at the beginning as a minority religion has persisted till today such that 
Yoruba Islam remained quite distinct from Northern Islam due to cultural trappings or 
peculiarities. 
 
2.4.3 Islam in the Middle Belt 
 
The rapid growth of Islam among the Kanuri in Borno, Hausa-Fulani in the North and the 
Yoruba in the Southwest was in sharp contrast to what was obtainable in the Middle Belt, 
particularly what is today Benue and Plateau States including the predominantly 
Christian Southeast (Igbo-land) and the Southsouth areas.151 Even though a few groups 
like the Pyem in Gindiri and the Hausa-Fulani in Kanam and Wase on the Plateau, some 
parts of the Adamawa region, and places like Lafia, Awe, Keffi in present day Nasarawa 
State and some parts of Niger State especially Minna came into contact with Islam as far 
back as 1840’s, it is not until the 20th century that more places followed. The Middle Belt 
is known for its long resistance to Islamic conquest and has remained to a large extend 
non-Islamic. The status quo is however being challenged by new developments due to the 
unrelenting efforts of traders, clerics, charity organizations and the utilization of modern 
technology to achieve what their predecessors were unable to achieve. For example, the 
competition for socio-economic and political space in Jos has pitted the so-called 
‘Jasawa’ against the indigenous people. As a tourist destination due to its peaceful nature 
gained over the years, the influx of Muslims from the core north when tin was discovered   
and after independence is changing its religious composition. With significant Muslim 
population concentrated in some parts of the city as never before in its history, religious 
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conflicts and insurrections as we shall see has threatened its very existence. As the 
Muslims and the Christians compete for supremacy in Jos city, conversion campaigns are 
uncompromisingly pursued with quite a number of conversions resulting from it across 
the boards. 
 
2.4.4 Islam in Igbo-Land 
 
The Igbo region in the Southsouth including the Southeast remained the most un-
Islamized region in Nigeria. However, this is changing. Islamic presence was first felt in 
Igbo-land in the Nsukka Division due to the trading activities, intermarriages and 
conquest by neighboring Igala, Idoma, and Nupe Muslims to the north and north-east. 
Muslim traders from Northern Nigeria also settled in various parts of the Eastern region 
which attracted converts from the local native population. The Fulani jihâd was to 
consolidate the Islamic presence around Nsukka area with no significant impact on other 
parts of Igbo-land until after the civil war. The setback brought about by the civil war 
which limited Islamic expansion to the Nsukka Division was to be reversed to some 
extend after the war as new alliances were entered into such that Igbo society which had 
remained mostly untouched by Islam began to be penetrated at a rate as never before. The 
presence of Muslim military officers stationed in Igbo land following the war coupled 
with events in the north especially among the Igbos led to some conversions. Many Igbos 
converted to Islam during and after the war partly or wholly so as a survival strategy. 
While those who pretended to have accepted the Islamic faith were able to secure their 
lives and property, those who refused to compromise were either killed or forcefully 
ejected. Those who survived the war due to their alleged conversion to Islam were used 
as potential missionaries among their own people in the southeast as well as in the North. 
Now, with more sons of the soil converted, it became easier to reach the Southeast as 
many of them started championing the constructions of mosques and Islamic centers.152 
This process is facilitated by the activities of Islamic organizations like the Jama’atu 
Nasril Islam (JNI) who began to extend their activities in the south with branches 
established in Lagos, Benin, Enugu, Calabar and Port-Harcourt. Due to the activities of 
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JNI, many Igbos became members, prominent among them being Alhaji Suleiman 
Onyeama who became the president of the JNI Enugu branch. He has in turn converted a 
large number of Igbos who have become members of the organization. The conversion of 
two Igbo Catholics, Alhaji Sufiyan Agwasim who established a consultative Islamic 
society and Yusuf Awah who became the muezzin of the Owerri central mosques, to 
Islam in the 1930’s further facilitated the growth of Muslim communities in eastern 
Nigeria as they became instrumental in spreading their new faith.153 The settler 
communities of the so-called “Hausa Quarters” established by Muslim traders from the 
North also has further consolidated the Islamic presence in the Southeast region. Today 
there are Muslim communities in places like Owerri, Umuahia, Enugu, Nsukka, Akwa 
and Apfikwo as well as older groups in Edo State. Other places witnessing Islamic 
presence with growing mosques and Islamic centers include Awo-Omama, Umuafor, 
Akabor, Oguta, Igbere, Abiriba, Aba, Awara Ohoji, Umuapu, Obokofia, Egbema, 
Umudike, Mbase and Izombe to mention but a few. Today Igbo converts to Islam boldly 
retain their Igbo names unlike before such that it is now common to hear names like 
Alhaji Suleiman Onyeama, Sheikh Ibrahim Nwagui, Mallam Yunusa Ukatu, Mallam 
Muhammad Anyanwu, Mallam Abdulahi Okere, Mallam Ali Chuks, Alhaji Tijani 
Akubuo etc. The conversions of some of these Igbos to Islam raise questions about their 
motivations. Are the conversions motivated by a quest for materialism or are the 
genuine? For example, during a seminar in Apfikwo, with the researcher in attendance as 
one of the paper presenter, revelations concerning some Igbo converts who had and were 
being lured by money and study trips abroad in Muslim countries in North Africa and the 
Middle East were no news. Some of the converts get free education from their wards and 
in some instances are paid or giving money to start schools or businesses of their choice 
or offered jobs or positions in government. Although Islam has not made the impact in 
the southeast as Christianity has made in the north, concerted effort is being made to 
make the impact of Islam felt among the people. It may take years to achieve, but the 
possibility of an Islamic expansion in the Southeastern part of Nigeria is not an 
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impossible dream. It is already estimated that there are 10,000 Muslims in Igbo-land,154 
with some scholars describing the recent growing religious experience in the Southeast as 
a kind of ‘Hausanisation.”155 
 
2.4.5 Summary 
We can see that Islam came to Nigeria and spread through this pattern. Islam found its 
way from North Africa to West Africa beginning temporary from the 7th and 8th centuries 
onwards. It became firmly established in Kanem-Borno in the 11th to 13th centuries, 
followed by the Hausa States in the 15th century onwards. This was to be followed by a 
state of stagnation between the 17th and 18th centuries until it was revitalized by the 
Fulani jihâd and the fall of Oyo in the 19th century. Even though Islam was introduced in 
Yoruba Land from the 14th century onwards, the 19th century jihâd had more impact. The 
Middle Belt and the Southeast and Southsouth mostly remained unconquered by the jihâd 
but is presently experiencing a highly concentrated population of Muslims especially on 
the Jos Plateau and other communities in Igbo-land. Both regions remained mostly 
Christian but witnessing slow but increased penetration by Islam. One remarkable 
distinction between northern and southern Islam is in its relation with other religions in 
both areas. In the Yoruba and Nupe communities including the Southeast and Southsouth, 
where Islam is in the minority, Christians and Muslims are more open and tend towards 
religious liberalism in matters of faith and practice. Among the Yoruba, where Christians 
and Muslims have equal numerical strength, kinship and family relationships come first, 
before any religious consideration. This is why the Hausa/Fulani Muslims are very 
skeptical about Yoruba Muslims and continue to look down on them for their liberal 
syncretistic tendencies. Although not readily admitted, the Hausa and Fulani Muslims are 
also not immuned to ethnic and cultural trappings which they accuse the Yorubas of. 
Even though Hausa and Fulani as well as Kanuri Muslims, especially those who dwell in 
urban areas, are thoroughly Islamized, they are more moulded by ethnic and cultural 
ethics. This is why non-Muslim Hausa Christians and the Maguzawa including the sw 
are continually seen with disdain and sometimes persecuted as the Hausa Muslims 
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continue to think that anybody who is Hausa should be a Muslim. To this day, Christian-
Muslim confrontation remains minimal in the South compared to the strict Islamic 
orthodoxy which has heightened Christian-Muslim confrontation particularly in Muslim 
dominated states in the North including some Middle Belt states like the Jos Plateau.  
 
2.5 Muslim Groups/Traditions and National Organizations in Nigeria and their 
Concepts of Jesus 
 
On the surface, especially for a layperson, it would seem that there is a single Muslim 
group in Nigeria particularly as they often minimize their differences to forge an alliance 
for political survival and during inter-religious disturbances to face what they perceive as 
the external enemy. With the largest single Muslim population of Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Nigeria, as elsewhere in the Muslim world, has hundreds of Islamic groups and 
organizations, with divergent manifestations, networks spread across the country. 
Ousmane Kane has observed that the Islamic field in Northern Nigeria where Islam is 
dominant is quite diverse and fragmented.156 Their manifestations, network and spread in 
the country are directly or indirectly linked to their history, structure and influence both 
from within and without. While it is difficult to ascertain the exact figure of the orders 
and organizations as well as clearly define or say how they differ or are similar to one 
another due to continued proliferation, a host of them could be commented upon. The 
groups range from those founded in the pre-colonial period as well as those founded in 
the colonial as well as the postcolonial periods. While the older ones seem to be more 
traditional and loosely organized, some of the new ones seem to be more organized and 
well structured. While these organizations have had their merits, the fragmentations have 
also often led to intra-religious disturbances, sometimes spilling over into inter-religious 
confrontations. The rivalry between the various groups which have often led to incessant 
confrontations precipitated the formation of national organizations to mediate between 
the various groups and bring about unity among Muslims in the country. It was felt that 
without unity the basis of Northern political power or hegemony which has always been 
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Islam’s might be undermined. Treating both the groups and the organizations together 
therefore is appropriate since the latter partly arose as a result of the former. Because of 
their number, we will only briefly review the major ones which have relevance to the 
national political situation and Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria.157 The major 
groups and organizations have been: 
 
 the Sf orders 
 the Jama’at izalat al-bid'a wa iqamat al-sunna (The Society for the Removal of 
Innovation and Reinstatement of Tradition) popularly called Izala movement 
 The Brothers 
 The Ahmadiyya movement 
 The Mahdiyya Movement 
 The Maitatsine movement 
 The Jama’at Nasr al-Islam (Organization for the Support of the Faith) 
 The Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs 
 The Muslim Students Society (MSS) 
 The Federation of Muslim Women’s Association of Nigeria (FOMWAN) 
 The Islamic Education Trust 
 
Ousmane Kane has observed that it is difficult to ascertain the exact number of the 
adherents of these groups because there is no reliable quantitative data. The adherents   
hold no membership cards coupled with the fact that many Muslims have one connection 
or the other to these groups across the board.158 
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2.5.1 The Sf  Orders 
 
The Sf orders, the Qdiriyya and the Tijniyya are the oldest and most dominant groups 
in Nigeria. Even though the emergence of purist Wahhab movements as we shall see 
have challenged their influence in recent years, they still have the most followers as 
elsewhere in West Africa. The Qdiriyya, founded by `Abd al-Qdir al-Jiln (1077-
1166) in Baghdad was the first to have found its way to Nigeria several centuries before 
the Tijniyya order, founded by Ahmad al-Tijn (1737-1815) in Algeria later followed in 
the 19th century. Due to its long presence and influence including its role in the jihâd of 
1804 to 1808, the Qdiriyya order became the official order of the Sokoto Caliphate after 
the jihâd bearing in mind that Usman Dan Fodio himself, the mastermind of the jihâd, 
including most of the first generation emirs across the Caliphate, belonged to the 
Qdiriyya order. When the Tijniyya order was introduced into Hausa-land by Shaykh al-
Hajj Umar Tall (1794-1864) from Senegal in the nineteenth century, it soon became the 
second most important religious force in the Sokoto Caliphate drawing huge members 
cutting across all strata of society including some prominent emirs and scholars 
discontent with their membership in the Qdiriyya movement.159 The quest for relevance 
and expansion pitted the two orders against each other and led to serious conflicts 
between the 1950’s and the 1970’s until both were forced to unite to face the challenge 
posed by the emergence of the Yan Izala movement. Examples of such conflicts were 
those of Gusau in 1956, Argungu in 1965, Illela in 1978 and Gusau in 1978 among 
others.160 While the Qdiriyya competed for additional members cutting across all strata 
of society and geographical areas under the leadership of Nasiru Kabara (1916-1996), the 
Tijniyya faction did the same under the leadership of the Senegalese Sheikh Ibrahim 
Niasse (1900-1975).161 Today, both orders in their traditional and reformed forms are 
spread across the country but have most of their followers in Northern Nigeria although 
there are quite a substantial number in the Southwest among the Yorubas. While the 
                                                 
159 R. Loimeier, Islamic Reform and Political Change in Northern Nigeria (Illinois: Northwestern 
University Press: 1997): p. 19. For detail information about the Sf orders, see R. Loimeier, ibid pp. 19-70.  
160 See J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano (California: University of California Press, Ltd., 
1973): pp. 198-199; See also R. Loimeier, Ibid, pp. 71-83. 
161 Both orders had internal divisions. See J. N. Paden, Ibid,  Chs. 2 & 3; also see R. Loimeier, Ibid, pp. 19-
70. 
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adherents of the Qdiriyya brotherhood are very dominant in every major town and city 
of Northern Nigeria, the Tijniyya is widespread in both the urban and rural areas of the 
states. The followers of the Qdiriyya are characterized by their distinct rituals and 
activities, ranging from their use of the bandiri drums and the performance of wuridi [Ar. 
wird] (sacred chant) in groups. The Tijnis are distinguishable also by their observance of 
the wazfah, performed individually or as a group once a day, the lazim twice a day and 
the Friday weekly zikiri [Ar, dhikr] or hailala among others.162 The city of Kano remains 
the headquarters of the Qdiriyya brotherhood in West Africa. It is in this city that its 
followers gather every year to celebrate the birthday of the founder of the tarqah, an 
event termed in Hausa as Maulidin Shehu Abdulkadir. Being mystical in orientation, the 
two orders will continue to attract large followership as they minister to the spiritual 
needs of the people through amulets and other religious remedies against evil spirits, 
enemies, sickness and obstacles to success in life, services that are still in high demand 
among Nigerians, both Muslims and Christians.163 Their involvement in social and 
charitable functions in the areas of education, health, hospitality, micro-loans, providing 
relief to victims of war, road accidents or natural disaster, and helping members to fulfill 
one of their cardinal religious obligation like the pilgrimage to Mecca164 etc have further 
endeared them in the hearts of members and onlookers who often join to benefit from 
these gestures. 
 
2.5.2. The Jama’at izalat al-bid'a wa iqamat al-sunna (The Society for the Removal of 
Innovation and Reinstatement of Tradition), popularly called Izala movement. 
 
Formally established in 1978 in Jos by Malam Isma’ila Idris, one of Abubakar Gumi’s 
students and disciples, its origin is rooted in the Wahhab puritanism of eighteenth 
century Arabia. Gumi had nursed the formation of an alternative organization to rival the 
JNI, but exercised caution in order not to offend his boss, the Sardauna. Soon after 
Sardauna’s death, attacks and counter-attacks between Gumi and the mallams of the 
                                                 
162 The Ulam in Contemporary Nigeria, December, 2005. 
163 D. B. C. O’Brien “Islam and Power in Black Africa” in A. S. Cudsi & A. E. H. Dessouki (eds.), Islam 
and Power (London: Croom Helm, 1981): pp. 158-166. See also B. T. Elegbede, The Muslim Aladura, 
(B.A. Long Essay, Department of Religious Studies, University of Ibadan, 1991). 
164 O. Kane, “Political Islam in Nigeria” in Michael Broening and Holger Weiss (Hg.), Politischer Islam in 
Westafrika: Eine Bestandsaufnahme...,  pp.157-158. 
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Tijniyya and the Qdiriyya led to the emergence of the Izala movement, critical of both 
Tijniyya and the Qdiriyya.165 Not long after its formation, the movement soon became 
the single most principal challenger of the Sf orders. Abubakar Gumi, one time Grand 
Qdh of the Northern Region and symbol of extreme and anti-Christian Islam, remained 
its patron until his death in 1992.166 The supposed aim and mission of the Izala group as 
its name suggests was to purify Islam by fighting ignorance. This prompted Gumi to 
assert that the group had world-wide reach. “Whenever you find intelligent people not 
feeding on the ignorance of others, they are the Izala people,” he claimed.167 Its reformist 
drive as well as other hidden agenda as we shall show later led to attacks on the Sf  
orders which in turn led to bitter confrontations that lasted well into the 1980’s until 
events also forced them to unite to redirect their force towards external enemies.168 Its 
radical and egalitarian postures as well as its quest to return to an unadulterated form of 
Islam, popular known as “return to source”, that is, the Qur’n and the Sunnah, attracted 
many adherents, both young and old, elite and the masses running into millions169 
especially among despondent urban dwellers like students, civil servants and business 
people as well as people of lower social extraction such as petty traders, artisans, new 
settlers, low-caste people and other marginalized groups170 who were hoping for a 
brighter future. Their emphasis on equality regardless of caste, age, wealth, social status 
and origin and their attack on some Hausa customs mixed with Islamic beliefs as un-
                                                 
165 See T. N. Tamuno, Abebe: Portrait of a Nigerian Leader (Abeokuta: ALF Publications, 1991). 
166 For more extensive information about his contribution to the growth of the Izala movement and the 
movement itself, see O. Kane, “Muslim Modernity in Postcolonial Nigeria: A Study of the Society for the 
Removal of Innovation and Reinstatement of Tradition” in J. Hunwick and K. Vikor (eds.) Islam in 
Africa..., pp. 82-92; R. Loimeier, Islamic Reform and Political Change in Northern Nigeria …, pp. 207-
330.   
167 Newswatch, 30.03.1987, p. 17. 
168 See R. Loimeier, Ibid, pp. 347-348 for a chronological list of the clashes between the Yan Izala and the 
Sf  Brotherhoods. The shar`a  debate in the Constituent Assembly in 1977/78 and 1988/89 and the OIC 
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Differences, Come Together” in The Triumph, 7.5.1990, pp. 1, 12, etc.  
169 O. Kane says that although it is difficult to give an exact number of its followers, no less than 20% of 
Muslims in the urban centers of Northern Nigeria are sympathizers of the Izala movement at the beginning 
of the 21st century, O. Kane, Political Islam in Nigeria…, p. 161. 
170 Ibid. 
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Islamic171 were a direct attack on Sf orders’ feudalism whom they claimed was a 
departure from authentic Islam. “You don’t prostrate to a mere mortal,” said Gumi.172 
Not long after its formation and in view of its appeal coupled with Gumi’s influence, it 
began to draw to its fold prominent Nigerians who supported the group in many ways to 
attain prominence. With this kind of support from within and from international partners 
like Saudi Arabia who awarded the King Faisal award to Gumi for championing the 
Saudi Wahhab’s brand of Islam in Nigeria, the group was able to generate considerable 
amount of funds to be involved in social and charitable activities as well. Following the 
death of Abubakar Gumi in 1992 and Ismail Idris, the movement was factionalized along 
personality lines, with one group lining up behind the late Gumi and the other behind 
Idris thereby producing two camps in Kaduna and Jos respectively. The division however 
seemed to be limited to a leadership tussle rather than any fundamental ideological rift as 
both still remained committed to the initial principles and objectives of the movement. 
They however hold different views and approaches on national issues than other Muslim 
groups in the country particularly the Sf orders with obvious implications on intra-
religious and political corporations. While one, called the Yan Madina (Madinites), which 
remains loyal to Sheikh Idris and his teachings, are more tolerant and considers the Sf s 
as Muslims whose religious practices only need to be reformed, the other denounces Sf 
s as non-Muslims.173 The Izala taken as a whole is more popular and active in areas that 
are non-tarqah strongholds, such as Kaduna and Jos, even though the equation continues 
to change with the passage of time. Both groups are easily identifiable across the 
Northern states through such numerous Izala-run Islamic schools for small children, 
women, men, as well as separate mosques for the movement. It remains one of the main 
catalysts for the radicalization of Northern Nigerian Islam. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
171 These un-Islamic Hausa customs included unreserved respect for elders and traditional authorities, the 
seclusion of women, the exorbitant price of brides, fees charged regularly by more ‘traditional groups’ for 
performing wedding, naming and funeral ceremonies, offering to religious leaders etc. Ibid.  
172 Newswatch, 30.03.1987, p. 17. 
173 O. Kane, Political Islam in Nigeria…, pp. 162-3. 
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2.5.3 The Brothers (Sh`ites) 
 
This group is led by Ibrahim al-Zakzakky of Zaria, a frontliner of the Muslim Students’ 
Society and a dropout of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria. He was expelled from the 
institution for leading a fundamentalist unrest in the late seventies. His motivation and 
inspiration comes from the Iranian Ayatollah and the Muslim Brothers of Egypt, 
particularly Hassan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb. The Nigerian Brothers174 remains one of 
the main groups that has the most Islamist agenda in Nigeria. This explains why the 
Nigerian constitution, flag and legal institutions are still vehemently rejected by the 
Brothers in favor of only shar`a.175 Al-Zakzakky minces no word in rejecting Nigeria’s 
constitution as it cannot be supreme to the laws of Allh, “We want Islam and no power 
on earth can stop it”.176 The mission of the movement is the overthrow of the Nigerian 
State and its replacement with the Islamic system, a desire its leader claims cannot be 
achieved through elections or any form of compromise with the present kufr (unbelief) 
system, but only through a revolution that would uproot the basis of the secular system. 
Having studied or visited Iran after the Revolution, al-Zakzakky and few other Nigerians, 
prominent among them being Abubakar Mujahid, set as goal the transformation of 
Nigeria into an Islamic state after the Iranian model.177 Commonly known as Sh’ites, 
even though they refer to themselves simply as “Brothers” or “The Islamic Movement of 
Nigeria”, it is questionable if they are really Sh`ites in principle apart from their 
admiration of the bravery and methods of Ayatollah Khumaini. Ousmane Kane however 
is of the opinion that few of them might have been or are Sh`ites in the doctrinal sense of 
the word by pointing to their initiation rites which he claims are in consonance with 
                                                 
174 Unlike what some people project, the Brothers are different from the Muslim Sisters’ Organization 
(MSO).  It was founded in Kano in 1976 and Kano remains its only base with members running into a few 
thousands. Unlike the radical Bothers’ movement, its main aim is to educate Muslim women, youth and 
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29. 
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Kane, Political Islam in Nigeria, p. 164. 
176 West Africa, 20-26.5.1991. 
177 At a recent gathering, al-Zakzakky told his followers to emulate Khumaini’s revolution, “there is no 
need for another Khumaini in every country before an Islamic revolution can take place there, all we need 
is that one Khumaini and he has done his duty. This is his age and what is left for us it to follow pace.” See 
A. M. Giwa, “Imam Khumaini Has Done His Duty – Sheikh el-Zakzaky” in Pointer Express, 15.6.09. 
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classical Sh`ites theory where new members are required to denounce their preexisting 
political system and sever ties with it (bara’a), pledge allegiance to the Islamization 
cause (bay`a) and to declare loyalty to the leadership of the Islamic movement 
(wilaya).178 The movement also enjoys large followership with numbers running into 
thousands especially among youths in Northern Nigeria.179 The movement is seen by 
some people as an offshoot of the larger Muslim Students’ Society Movement particular 
for its rejection of the Nigerian state in its present form. Many of its members have 
refused to work for the state. It has led several demonstrations and sometimes 
confrontations across schools and university campuses including the streets in more 
recent times mostly in the North to press home its perceived demands. They also conduct 
public processions (muzahara) from time to time to commemorate the Iranian 
Revolution. Their radical and anti-establishment utterances both in speeches during 
rallies and during sermons in the mosques or at 'd Prayer grounds set it apart. As a result, 
their leader, al-Zakzakky, who has always called for the elimination of Israel on the 
world map mimicking his Iranian mentors, has had to languish in jail on several 
occasions for leading the revolt. With the death of Abubakar Gumi, they have captured 
the radical following that the Izala once commanded.180 In February 2009, a leaked 
intelligence security report alleged that the al-Zakzakky movement is running a training 
camp at Dambo village in Zaria where arms and ammunitions are stored. It was alleged 
that the place is kept out of bounds to non-members and guarded 24 hours. Al-Zakzakky 
dismissed the insinuations as baseless and alleged that contrary to what people think 
about the group there are Christians who are interested in what they are doing, as 
according to him, the organization “is free for all those whose minds are convinced that 
we need to change and establish justice and fairness as against the tyranny, greed and 
exploitation perpetrated by those in authority”.181  
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It is however worth noting the schism plaguing the movement in recent time. This 
division came to limelight in Kano around 1994, when a faction which calls itself the 
Jama’atul Tajdid Islam (JTI), which means the Movement for the Renewal of Islam in 
English, began to accuse al-Zakzakky of secretly promoting Shi`ism in the predominantly 
Sunni society of Nigeria.182 His undemocratic leadership style is also said to be 
responsible for the breakaway with substantial members in Katsina, Zamfara and Sokoto 
apart from the Kano group as well as others scattered across other states in the North. 
Although the new group rejects Shi`ism, they remain committed to the Islamization of 
Nigeria as the al-Zakzakky led group. Ironically, both groups are vehemently opposed to 
the re-introduction of the shar`a legal system in some states of Northern Nigeria on the 
ground that the basis for such re-introduction has not been made.183 Whether they will 
achieve their ultimate and most paramount goal of Islamizing the Nigerian state or in 
their postulation of “taking Islam from the sand of the desert to the sea of Lagos”184 or 
not is what time will tell. Their exclusivist orientation however will continue to be a 
challenge to the corporate existence and religious harmony in the country not just at the 
inter-religious level but also within intra-religious circles as well as the state as their 
targets have not only been the state and Christians alone but Muslims of other 
persuasions as well.185  
 
 2.5.4 The Ahmadiyya movement 
 
The Ahmadiyya movement, founded by Mirza Ahmad Ghulam, in 1889, found its way to 
Nigeria in 1916 from the Qadiani group of Ahmadiyya. Before it was brought to Nigeria, 
the movement underwent a split into two groups in 1914 due to it central assertion that 
the founder is not just a holy man but fully a prophet like the prophet Muhammad, 
thereby questioning Islam’s teaching that Muhammad was the ‘seal’ or last of the 
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prophets. One group followed the main doctrines of Ghulam and his authority as the 
caliph of the community and prophet with their headquarters in Qadian, while the 
breakaway group which regards Ghulam Ahmad only as a reformer (mujaddid) has its 
headquarters in Lahore, both in Pakistan. Since the arrival of the first missionaries, the 
Ahmadiyya movement has gained many adherents mostly in the southwest among the 
Yoruba with its headquarters in Lagos. It also has branches in the North, particularly in 
the sabon gari of Kano. Upon arrival, the Ahmadiyya missionaries began to establish 
schools and hospitals as a way of challenging Christian monopoly in the public sphere, 
thereby uplifting the status of Islam. One such school which trained Muslims in the 
humanities and sciences was established in Lagos in 1922.  Its initial gains were soon 
retarded by doctrinal controversies that still affects the movement to this day. When 
Nigerian Muslims became aware of the heretical teachings of the Ahmadiyya movement, 
many Nigerian members as far back as 1930 began to withdraw from it, on the ground 
that it was non-Islamic. The controversy led to a split in the movement with one group, 
the Ahmadiyya Muslim Mission, rejecting Ghulam’s prophethood status. They see him 
only as a Mahdi. The other group, the Ahmadiyya Movement-in-Islam, cling to the belief 
that he remains their final prophet in consonance with the Pakistan headquarters. Both 
groups were barred from performing the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, by the Saudi 
authorities following the declaration by the World Muslim League in 1970 that they were 
non-Muslims.186  
 
Four years later, when the Pakistani parliament passed a resolution in 1974 declaring that 
all the members of the Ahmadiyya were non-Muslims,187 the Nigeria branch that had 
maintained his prophethood gave up the belief in Ghulam’s prophethood and changed 
their name to Anwar-ul-Islam.188 This did not pacify the Nigerian Muslim orthodox 
population and the Sultan of Sokoto appealed to all Muslims not to fraternize with them 
or help the Ahmadis.189 This led to further splits as they tried to seek new identities such 
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that today we have the Ansar-ud-Deen Society of Nigeria, Jama’atul Islamiyya Nigeria, 
Ahmadiyya Movement in Islam, Nigeria, Ahmadiyya Muslim Mission, Nigeria and the 
Anwar-ul-Islam Movement of Nigeria. It is difficult to tell how many they are in the 
absence of a statistical data and membership cards as indicated, but they are certainly in 
the thousands both in the south as well as in the north. Their intensive and extensive 
missionary activities of establishing hospitals and schools coupled with other social 
activities have enabled them to remain relevant within the Nigerian society. 
 
2.5.5 The Mahdiyya Movement 
 
Sometimes this group is mistaken for the Ahmadiyya movement described above, but 
they are quiet distinct. Known as the Ansar community, the group recognizes the 
leadership of the late Mallam Hayatu ibn Saidu and accept the claim of the Sudanese 
Muhammad Ahmad ibn Sayyid Abdullahi (1885 A. D) to be the awaited Mahdi or 
Messiah of Islam. Since the demise of Mallam Hayatu ibn Saidu, his descendants have 
continued to lead the group with its headquarters in Kano. Today, its members are found 
mainly in the countryside of some states in the Northwest and Northeast like Jigawa, 
Yobe, Borno, Bauchi, Gombe and Adamawa states apart from the few remaining in Kano 
and Gusau. Due to its anti-colonial stance during the colonial period in Northern Nigeria, 
its activities were suppressed by the colonial government, a factor that is said to have 
hindered its growth thereby remaining small, inactive and, on the whole, irrelevant to the 
religious environment of Nigeria.190    
 
2.5.6 The Maitatsine movement 
 
This group was founded by the Kano Qur’nic teacher Muhammad Marwa, nick-named 
Maitatsine, in the 1960’s and grew to prominence in the 1970’s until its brutal 
suppression in the early 1980’s. It has received wide coverage in both scholarly and 
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popular circles because of its extremism and the scale of damage it inflicted as well as 
suffered. Marwa drew his membership and support from mostly unemployed youths who 
had migrated to Kano city from rural areas and probably from outside of Nigeria in 
search of greener pastures as well as students of Qur’nic schools, locally known as 
almajirai, including some influential people because of his revolutionary views and 
reputation for spiritual power. While many Muslims condemned the movement as un-
Islamic because of a variety of allegations, Marwa and his followers had no doubt that 
theirs was the truest Islam while all others were in the wrong and therefore declared them 
as infidels that must be converted or eliminated. Having convinced his followers that 
traditional Islam has departed from the true path evident in their obsession with riches 
and their usage of such modern items like wrist-watches, bicycles, cars, radios, sending 
children to Western schools and attending hospitals or taking modern medicine which he 
regarded as modern innovations and un-Islamic,191 they had no hesitation in taking up 
arms to correct the abnormalities. This led to incessant clashes with those Muslims they 
considered infidels which cost thousands of lives and property. Through a combination of 
various convictions, they withstood their eviction from Kano metropolis as demanded by 
the then governor, Alhaji Abubakar Rimi, by defeating the local police force until they 
were suppressed by the superior force of the military.192 Even though Marwa was himself 
killed in the riots, some of his followers went underground within Kano and some 
managed to escape and regrouped elsewhere. These remnants were able to stage other 
riots that also claimed several lives and property in Kaduna and Borno in 1982, in Jimeta, 
Yola including Jalingo in 1984 and in Gombe, Bauchi state in 1985 and even as late as 
1993 in Funtua, Katsina state. One remnant is popularly known or nicknamed the 
Kalakato sect.193 Since then they have gone underground until recently between 2003 and 
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2005 when people started suspecting their comeback particularly in Jigawa, Kano and 
Borno. As this thesis was nearing completion, a group suspected to be a resuscitation of 
the Maitatsine group, known as Boko Haram struck in July/August 2009 in Bauchi, 
Maiduguri, Yobe and Kano. Boko Haram means western education is “forbidden” 
therefore must be rejected or, if acquired, abandoned. Although the group allows the use 
of modern gadgets like cameras, handsets, computers, cars etc, as explained by its leader 
during his final moments, unlike the Maitatsine, it represents an extreme variety of the 
Maitatsine group in the minds of many Nigerians. Over a thousand lives, most of them 
members of the Boko Haram, were lost following military intervention.194 The latest 
episodes are a rude reminder that, while weakened, the sect is far from being destroyed. 
Their obsession with the Qur’n to the exclusion of the Hadth, especially the former, and 
their resilience in perpetuating or in the face of danger including their rejection of 
western civilization have been the parameters used in identifying their resurgence. In 
December 2003, a group that called itself “the Taliban of Nigeria” or “the Hijra 
Movement” went about confronting security agents and government infrastructures in the 
same manner that the Maitatsine group did in the 1980’s.195 Yobe, Kano and Borno were 
most hit following their resurgence. For example, they raided two police stations in Bama 
and Gwoza local government councils of Borno state killing the Police Area Commander, 
Surajo Samaila, and four other policemen. It took the combined effort of the army and the 
police to disband the group from their hide-out on the Gwoza mountains in 2004.196 
Although Boko Haram has as its ambition the total Islamization of Nigeria, its immediate 
targets are also largely the security personnel. The Daru-salam community in Niger State, 
numbering over 3000 who had separated themselves from what they called ‘the sinful 
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world’, were recently sent back to their states and countries of origin to forestall the Boko 
Haram scenario. In early April 2009, the Inspector General of Police, Mr. Mike Okiro, 
alerted the nation of a possible religious crisis in Niger State to be caused by the 
“Kalakato” Muslim sect operating in Magama Local Government Area of Niger State.197 
The report was downplayed but almost two weeks later, a group of Muslims who were 
branded “fanatics”, attacked a Christian Easter procession in Niger State, killing between 
3-5 people, many wounded, three churches burnt and property worth millions 
destroyed.198 Even though all these groups have denied any linkage with the Maitatsine 
movement, many people still believe that recent events signifies an indication of its 
resurgence bearing in mind the ideologies these groups share in common. The activities 
and utterances of Boko Haram’s spokepersons as well as other groups leaves Nigeria 
with a prospect of becoming places like Afghanistan, Somalia etc where the detonation of 
bombs would soon become the order of the day.199  Because of their extremisms however 
many mainstream Muslims do not regard them as Muslims. 
 
2.5.8 The Jama’at Nasr al-Islam (Organization for the Support of the Faith, also 
called the Society or Congress for the Victory of Islam) 
 
Apart from the aforementioned groups, there are Muslim organizations whose 
membership cuts across denominational lines that are supposed to unite all the Muslims 
in the country. We start here with the Jama’atu Nasril Islam. It was founded on the 5th 
January 1962 at Kaduna after a meeting convened by late Abubakar Gumi (then Grand 
Qdh of Nigeria) with a panel of Islamic scholars, all Northern Muslims resident in 
Kaduna and Zaria, as a response to the call by the late Premier of Northern Nigeria, the 
Sardauna of Sokoto, Sir Ahmadu Bello, to form an organization that would enhance the 
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propagation of Islam as well as unite various Muslims groups in the Northern Region.200 
The Wazirin Sokoto, Junaidu was made its first Chairman with the Sardauna himself as 
the Grand patron until his demise. Although the Sardauna and the founding members 
projected these as the only motivations for founding the group, it had a clear political 
agenda. Ousmane Kane observes:  
 
Although its stated goal was to promote the Islamic faith and its membership was 
open to all Muslims, in reality the JNI had a clear political agenda: to serve the 
strategy of Bello for Northern unification.201 
 
This is not to underestimate the religious motive either. Given the rivalry that existed, not 
just between the Sf  orders, but among the different Muslim groups particularly with the 
Izala movement coupled with the desire for political survival, it became imperative for 
Ahmadu Bello to establish this organization aimed at uniting the Muslims and 
coordinating their efforts so as to have a common voice in the country. The organization 
was able to unite the Muslims in the country to some extend, especially during the life 
time of its founder (until January 1966). With local and international support, Muslims 
were able to reap huge political and educational as well as religious dividends. Ahmadu 
Bello became a politico-religious icon both locally (to some extent) and internationally 
through the cross-fertilization of ideas, publication of religious literature, building of 
mosques and his conversion campaigns, made possible in part through Arab petrodollar 
donations.202 The organization began to disintegrate soon after the demise of Ahmadu 
Bello as different interests began to compete. Abubakar Gumi’s emergence as the 
dominant figure of the organization and his vigorous campaign against the Sf  orders 
led to serious strife between the Sf  orders and the Izala movement. As a result, the Sf  
orders decided to form a pro-Sf  modern organization known as the Fityan al-Islam to 
defend themselves.203 The division was widened when Yoruba Muslims broke away from 
the organization because of its northern bias and agenda. They were not only 
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uncomfortable with its over-concentration on Northern interests but also began to 
question how an organization whose president is by statute the Sultan of Sokoto could 
pretend to be representing and speaking for all Nigerian Muslims.204 These developments 
led to the formation of the Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs as a remedy to 
gain national acceptance even though it was also plagued by the same problem and did 
not succeed in displacing the JNI. Even though the JNI lost its momentum for a while in 
the late 1960’s to early 1980’s, it has regained its place alongside with the NSCIA and is 
still an active player in the religious and political life of the country. Its headquarters 
remains Kaduna. 
 
2.5.9 The Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs. 
 
Founded in Kaduna in 1973 as an alternative to the alleged narrowed “Northern JNI,” its 
stated aim was:  
 
to cater for the interest of Islam throughout the federation, to serve as a channel of 
contact with the government of Nigeria on Islamic affairs, where necessary, and 
to serve as the only channel of contact on Islamic matters.205 
 
To attain this goal its membership was widened, covering all the 36 states of the 
federation.206 As a compromise, each state had four representatives on the national body 
with the Sultan of Sokoto retaining his automatic presidency. The deputy seat was 
occupied by the Mai of Borno and that of the Secretary General by a Yoruba, Abdulatif 
Adegbite. Its claim of being an intermediary between the Nigerian government and the 
Nigerian Muslim umma has been overstretched to the point that non-Muslims have 
started perceiving it as “the instrument of the Sokoto Caliphate to manipulate Islam in 
Nigeria for the entrenchment of Fulani hegemony”.207 Its political influence and its 
unrelenting role in promoting and championing the cause of shar`a and the OIC 
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controversy have raised its profile. Additionally, its anti-Christian stance particularly 
during inter-religious violence between Christians and Muslims has pitted it including 
JNI against the Christian Association of Nigeria, CAN, the umbrella organization for 
Christian unity in the country. Like the JNI, it also enjoys tremendous international 
patronage. Its national character was soon compromised in favor of a domineering north. 
This led to the formation of the Grand Council for Islamic Affairs in Nigeria (GCIA) by 
an Ibadan-based business man and the A’are Musulmi of Yorubaland (Abdul Azeez 
Arisekola Alao) in 1995 to challenge the northern domination of NSCIA. Supported by 
the then government of General Sani Abacha against the NSCIA, it was able to play the 
role for which the NSCIA was founded. At a point, it went as far as asking Southern 
Muslims to pull out of the NSCIA out of protest.208 A similar organization with 
overlapping function with the NSCIA is the Council of Ulam founded in 1986 in Zaria 
to unite the Muslims in the face of the growing Muslim-Christian tension that had 
gripped the country in the 1980’s. The crisis between the Izala versus the tarqah were 
also at its peak at its formation. Muslim clerics in the North were responsible for its 
formation “in defense of the interest of Islam” because they saw the proximity of Islamic 
leaders with the government as amounting to compromising Islam and the interests of 
Muslims for personal gains. It attracted eminent western-educated Muslim intellectuals 
from the universities at Zaria, Kano, and Sokoto as well as from the judiciary but played 
similar roles as the NSCIA and the JNI including the recent re-introduction of shar`a  in 
some Northern states. It remains one of the radical Islamic movements in Nigeria today. 
 
2.5.10 The Muslim Students Society (MSS) 
 
This is the oldest of all the aforementioned. Founded in the Southwest in 1954 by young 
Yoruba Muslims under the inspiration and leadership of Babs Fafunwa, it grew into a 
national organization in the 1970’s. The motivation for forming the group is said to have 
been to counteract or minimize the influences of Christianity on Muslim students who 
were targets of conversion in Christian missionary-run schools which they had to attend. 
It is alleged that the Anglican Synod sometime in 1954 threatened to expel all Muslim 
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 99
students from Christian schools due to their lack of compliance with missionaries’ 
wishes. Those Muslim students who managed to stay in the Christian schools had to 
abstain from publicly professing their faith or practicing it or even using their Muslim 
names. This action was said to have led to the coming together of forty Muslim students 
from seven different schools, one of them a Muslim school, to discuss the appropriate 
line of action which culminated in the establishment of the MSS on April 17, 1954.209 
Though this seems to be a sweeping generalization, the organization spread to almost all 
secondary schools in the Southwest including the University of Ibadan, where it took its 
shape, structure and focus within three to four years of its inception. The cross-
fertilization of ideas between Southwestern and Northern students at the University of 
Ibadan including other avenues brought about the establishment of the organization in the 
north as well. It quickly spread in the north not long after it was introduced and by the 
1970’s all schools and universities in the north had opened their branches, with those of 
Bayero University, Kano and Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria taking the lead. It became 
the singular most populous Muslim Students movements following the proliferation of 
universities in Nigeria as all Muslim students are presumed automatic members of the 
society. The infiltration of new ideas both from within (higher education and local 
realities) and without (Iranian revolution ) including its affiliation with the World 
Assembly of Muslim Youth founded in 1972 under the auspices of the OIC, led to the 
abandonment of the self-assertive vision of the original founders. Soon, the organization 
became radicalized – a process which was especially championed by Northern students to 
the point that the Nigerian constitution and anything secular was and continues to be 
rejected. It remains the only major recognized Muslim students’ movement present in all 
schools, colleges and universities across the country. It has been a key player in the inter-
religious crises that have threatened the corperate existence of the country beginning 
from the campuses to the wider public as their vulnerability as students is being exploited 
by the few Muslim elite for selfish ends. Today, the group gets enormous support with all 
ramifications from former members who are highly placed in both private and public 
sectors within and outside the shore of Nigeria. 
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2.5.11 The Federation of Muslim Women’s Association of Nigeria (FOMWAN) 
 
Unlike the localized Muslim Sisters’ Organization based in Kano, FOMWAN has spread 
to most parts of the country with over 500 active affiliate groups in at least 32 out of the 
36 states of the federation. Founded in 1985, its general and specific aims are to improve 
the lives of Muslim women and children and to empower Muslim women economically, 
socially and politically respectively.210 Its most active branches are those of Kwara, 
Kaduna, Sokoto and Kano states. It is linked to other Muslim women’s organizations in 
Ghana, Sierra Leone, Liberia and the Gambia. Even though its activities keep a low 
profile, its active role during political campaigns is enormous and sometimes challenging 
vis-à-vis the Nigeria’s context. 
 
2.5.12 The Islamic Education Trust 
 
The Islamic Educational Trust was founded in 1976 in Minna essentially as a mission 
body to provide literature for educational and other establishments, and running 
seminars.211 It grew to become a national organization even though its impact is more felt 
in some states than in others. Its work is said to have led to the conversion of many non-
Muslims including Christians to Islam.212 It is also renowned for its utilization of the 
radio and television as well as sending field instructors to preach on buses and other 
forms of public transport213 to drive home its message. It is also the channel through 
which intolerant Islamic literature from the Muslim world are disseminated across the 
country which has further radicalized the Muslim population. 
 
While it could be said that the formation of these national organizations are inevitable not 
just to foster unity among the Muslims but also as a response to the changing times as is 
the case across all major religions in the country, they have either become too defensive 
or too apologetic to the point that the national question has been rendered secondary or 
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even non-existent in some cases. It could be argued that the unity sought has always been 
a unity of convenience to respond to external challenges. This explains why the intra-
religious rivalries have persisted within the Muslim fold with no sign of going away soon 
because once the ‘external' enemy or enemies are defeated or suppressed each group 
recoils into its old shell to dominate or outrun the other. Instead of pursuing and 
promoting values and programs that will bring about genuine unity not just within the 
Muslim community but across religious boundaries, what one sees is a determination for 
religious hegemony on the ‘other’ which continues to widen the gap between them and 
members of other religions as they too struggle to undermine this influence through 
counter-organizations and various other forms of reactions. 
  
2.5.13 Their Concepts of Jesus 
 
Apart from the Ahmadis as we shall discuss in chapter five, all other Muslim groups and 
traditions to the best of the researcher’s knowledge do not have any well formulated 
teaching about Jesus that set them apart from one another. Even though Jesus is highly 
esteemed by all Muslims in Nigeria, as elsewhere, as earlier indicated, there does not 
exist any comprehensive or official teaching on Jesus in the other groups as is the case 
with the Ahmadis. Although few may be aware of the positions held by the Muslim 
umma across the globe according to their affiliations, it seems they are only content with 
emphasizing what he is not – as portrayed in the polemical works of the South African 
Ahmad Deedat and others as earlier indicated – rather than concentrating on what he is 
since he does not constitute the central figure of their worship. Due to the utmost 
reverence they have for Jesus as well as for other Islamic prophets, there have been 
instances in Nigeria where they have had to make their position clear either through 
protest or through corporate official statements. Two vivid examples were the 
circumstances that led to minor skirmishes in Katsina in 1991 and the issuance of a 
rejoinder refuting the divinity of Jesus in 1986. 
 
The 1991 Katsina riot started around a contestation for the alleged desecration of the 
Prophets Jesus and Muhammad. An article in Fun Times, a publication of Daily Times 
 102
allegedly insulted both Jesus and Muhammad by claiming that both had relations with 
‘women of easy virtue.”214 In the Fun Times, a special opinion columnist asked the 
readers “if they would marry a known prostitute turned “'born-again Christian'?" Orlando 
Emmanuel Atanda gave the background to his question using Mary Magdalene in the 
Holy Bible who was a prostitute that had converted to following Jesus. He also used the 
Holy Qur’n and claimed Muhammad had an affair with a woman of easy virtue and later 
married her. Like the Iranian Sh`ites’ reaction to Rushdie’s "Satanic Verses", this so 
provoked one Yakubu Yahaya, a former student of al-Zakzakky, and his followers, who 
regarded the publication as blasphemous of the two holy prophets. They did not stop at 
that but extended their attack on the “infidel” Christian governor of the state, John 
Madaki, for allegedly participating in the Federal Government’s campaign through CAN 
to spread Christianity, including secularism, throughout the country. Their leader, 
Yakubu Yahaya, maintained that since the paper belonged to the Federal Government, its 
publication in the state under a Christian governor was an endorsement of anti-Muslim 
attacks by the Federal Government and a clear example of the government’s generally 
pro-Christian and anti-Muslim stance. In defiance of the “infidel” Governor, he declared 
his readiness to die for a noble cause, “I am a Muslim under Muslim rules and I do not 
recognize any authority over me but that of the Holy Qur’n… I am proud of this noble 
cause and I am ready to die for it.”215 Consequently, he gathered around himself 
supporters in their hundreds who went about burning government buildings and cars 
including the sales office of the Daily times. He explains:  
 
while doing that, we did not touch any of the staff of Daily Times nor did we 
insult anybody. We burnt the publications in order to express our displeasure with 
the Daily Times for putting up two of our prophets to ridicule. We know that the 
punishment of whoever ridicules our prophet is death, but we could not carry out 
this sentence because we did not know the actual person who was responsible for 
the act. This was why we had to punish the company with the hope that our action 
will serve as deterrent to others.216 
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It might be true that no staff of Daily Times was killed as Yahaya claims, but many 
people were killed by his supporters in the process of carrying out their ‘punishment’ on 
the company. Owing to the loss of lives and property, Yahaya and many of his followers 
were tried and jailed. The governor threatened Yahaya with a death sentence which 
further inflamed the situation. This prompted his spiritual mentor and former teacher, al-
Zakzakky, who had passed a death sentence on the Governor, to mobilize more than 
2,000 supporters from his base in Zaria who invaded Katsina to give support to Yahaya. 
The quick intervention of the combined team of the police and the army prevented the 
riot from degenerating or snowballing into another huge religious mayhem. 
 
In 1986, the New Nigerian carried a rejoinder by the Jama’atu Nasril Islam claiming to 
be on behalf of all Muslims in Nigeria (possibly excluding the sws and the Ahmadis 
we would suspect) challenging as well as correcting the alleged distortion of what they 
perceived as the Qur’nic Jesus by one Salihu. The rejoinder read: 
 
The Jama’atu Nasril Islam will like to make it clear that the Muslims believe that 
Jesus is one of the mighty Messengers of God. They also believe that Jesus did 
wonderful things by the will of God as Jesus said in John 5:30 “I can of my 
ownself do nothing, as I hear, I judge and judgement is just because I seek not 
mine own will but the will of the Father which has sent me.” The Muslims believe 
also Jesus was born miraculously because he was born without a father but by the 
word of God; but the Muslims also believe the way Adam was created without 
father and mother by the word of God was more miraculous than of Jesus. In fact, 
the Bible refers to Israel as the First son of God. So what does this mean? With 
regard to Jesus himself he has been referred to in the New Testament 83 times as 
the son of man while he has been referred to as the son of God only 13 times and 
even these have metaphorical meaning.217 
While the first instance says nothing more than that Jesus is a highly revered prophet in 
Islam, the second relies heavily on the work of Ahmad Deedat as noted in chapter one. 
Ahmed Deedat’s works as can be seen from these words continue to underline most 
Nigerian Muslims’ perceptions of Jesus. Although this only covers a refutation of the 
divinity of Jesus and in the absence of other official or written document covering other 
attributes and claims of Jesus by the Muslim groups or JNI on their behalf, it nevertheless 
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shows the primacy with which Jesus is held among Nigerian Muslims. As a justification 
for the Kano religious riot that was nipped in the bud on Sunday April 20, 2008 which 
was said to have reduced potential economic activity of the North by “about 20%” for the 
next few years because of the destructions due to an alleged blasphemy of Prophet 
Muhammad by a Christian trader, a Muslim commentator reiterated that while 
“Christians can condone Jesus being scandalized, the Muslims CAN NEVER condone 
anyone lambasting Mohammed Or Jesus!” Another wondered why in the first place one 
will commit blasphemy. “Why would one insult Prophet Muhammad or Prophet Isa 
(Jesus)?218 Although Kano metropolis, and by implication, the whole of Nigeria, was 
saved from being engulfed in another round of bloody ethno-religious crisis due to the 
quick intervention of the police, Muslims again showed that insulting both Prophet 
Muhammad and Jesus remain unacceptable. It is left for their Christian neighbours to 
understand and as a matter of necessity respect this sensibility for mutual co-existence.  
2.7 Conclusion 
Why have we taken so much space rehearsing Nigerian historical past for what would 
have just been summarized? We feel this is important because experience has shown that 
these are important issues for both Christians and Muslims. From the slavery to the 
British or colonial legacies to the long years of Muslim rule, many Christians seem to 
have reached a conclusion of no longer wanting to be subjected to Muslim rule any 
longer. They have often nursed the concern that if Nigeria is a multi-religious country, no 
single religious group should be allowed to dominate the others as they continue to point 
to the imbalance in the number of Muslim Northerners that have ruled the country since 
independence with its obvious economic, religious and political implications. The 
Muslims too are bent on maintaining the status quo. This is not only demonstrated at the 
national level with some still calling for secession, but also at communal, local and state 
levels which has exasperated the already tense situation. Although the history painted and 
the Muslim groups and organizations covered are not devoid of positive contributions to 
the development of Nigeria as a nation, certain historical antecedents and the dispositions 
of certain Muslim groups and organizations as delineated play a contributing role for the 
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stalemate in Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria for a long period of time as well as at 
present. The next chapter is a survey of the kind of relationship that has dominated 
Christians-Muslims relations in Nigeria over the years in view of what has been 
discussed in this chapter.  
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CHAPTER THREE: MUSLIMS’ RELATIONS WITH OTHER RELIGIONS IN 
NIGERIA: A GENERAL SURVEY OF INTER-RELIGIOUS CONFLICTS TO 
THE PRESENT (2009) 
 
3. Introduction 
 
Although the immediate preceding chapter is mainly a historical one, aiming at 
understanding Islam and Muslims in Nigeria, it provides the background to understanding 
the religious conflicts which this chapter focuses on. The nature and history of religious 
identities and issues discussed above coupled with a number of conflict issues in the 
recent past, as we shall see below, led to the escalation of violence beyond expectation.1 
Basically, three broad types of religious conflict have been identified in Nigeria. The first 
is intra-religious, pitting members of the same broad religion with opposing beliefs and 
views against each other. The second type is inter-religious, mainly between Christians 
and Muslims. The third form is often between religionists and the state, which may or 
may not attract responses from other faiths depending on how they feel or do not feel 
threatened by the events. Although none of these categories is mutually exclusive, this 
chapter focuses on the second type, inter-religious conflicts between Christians and 
Muslims, who constitute an estimated 95% of the Nigerian population. This choice is 
based on the fact that Christians and Muslims have been the key players in Nigeria’s 
religious conflicts. The first and third types of religious conflicts as well as other forms of 
conflicts will only be referred to in the process of analysis.  
 
Christians being the second to arrive on the Nigerian religious scene, armed with their 
missionary expansionist zeal and convictions, within the context that has been painted 
above. The relatively serene religious atmosphere for some decades since the jihâd of 
Usman Dan Fodio was ruptured due to competitiveness. While there are evidences that 
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Christians first found their way to Nigeria2 before the Muslims did, Islam first took root 
before Christianity did. By the 11th and 16th centuries, Islam had become established in 
Borno and around the Hausa states including some parts of the Southwest through the 
proselytizing activities of traders and clerics from the Sahara and further West or East 
Africa as earlier indicated. Christianity first took root and flourished for a while before it 
was neglected and then found in a moribund condition by missionaries in the 19th 
century. Even though both suffered some setbacks, the jihâd of Usman Dan Fodio which 
gave Islam new prominence not only in Hausa-land but throughout the North, with 
reverberations right to the coast coincided with the missionary movement of the 19th 
century which consolidated the Christian presence not only in the South but also towards 
the North. The competition for religious space and prominence soon pitted not only the 
Christians or Muslims against each other but both aimed at exterminating the traditional 
religions that accommodated them. Due to the non-missionary orientation of the 
traditional religions, Christianity and Islam, both imported religions, soon took the centre 
stage and began to act as if they were the only religions that mattered in Nigeria. The 
accommodationist ethos of African Traditional Religions (ATR) where difference is 
valued and otherness celebrated, which both benefited from, became an anathema. While   
Islam labelled all non-Muslims infidels on the one hand, Christianity saw all non-
Christians hell-bound unbelievers. Christians and members of the traditional religions 
became expendable infidels within a context of growing Muslim fundamentalism. 
Relationships soon plummeted such that by the late 1970’s, the salient forms of conflict, 
which characterized previous years, transmuted into violent confrontation between 
Christians and Muslims. The violent confrontation caught both local and international 
attention which has resulted in numerous conferences, books and articles at a high 
scholarly level and unlimited pamphlets, booklets and articles in newspapers and 
magazines including street talks on the popular level. The practical day to day 
relationship between Christians and Muslims on the ground has become the worst ever. It 
is however very important to note that not all relations between Christians and Muslims 
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in Nigeria are conflictual. As we shall show in the concluding chapter, many Nigerians 
irrespective of religious differences still enjoy harmonious co-existence even in the face 
of the worst scenarios ever witnessed. We will begin with a presentation of the violent 
clashes in the first section before returning to an attempt at analyzing the violent conflicts 
aiming at setting up the background for the questions that will be taken up again in the 
final evaluating chapter. We will however start with the relatively mutual relationship 
that has existed between Christians and Muslims from pre-colonial days before returning 
to the conflictive scenario. 
 
3.1 Christian-Muslim Relations in Nigeria 
 
3.1.1 Before and After Independence  
 
Prior to the 19th century jihâd of Usman Dan Fodio, Islam in the Northern and Western 
regions could best be described as highly syncretistic. In the absence of any competitor 
since Christianity was still very insignificant compared to Islam, and due to non-
missionary orientation of the traditional religions, Islam lived side by side with the 
traditional religions due to the accommodating nature of the traditional religions such that 
syncretism flourished on both sides. Through peaceful and unobtrusive means, towns 
were Islamized leaving the rural areas largely untouched. This was to change with the 
jihâd of Usman Dan Fodio at the beginning of the 19th century. The situation in the South 
was not the same as the Christian missionaries who had a polarized vision of reality, a 
tendency to condemn most aspects of traditional religion and society as the work of the 
devil, worked relentlessly to subvert the indigenous religion. Their success came 
following much resistances especially among Southern and Western traditional chiefs 
partly due to their approaches. This resulted in numerous conflicts between Christians 
and the members of the traditional religions which is not our focus here.3 When 
Christianity made its inroad from the coast, it did not only seek to annihilate the 
indigenous system but also threatened to overthrow the Islamic revolution which had 
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occurred between 1804 and 1831 in Northern Nigeria.4 Following the British conquest of 
Northern Nigeria from 1900 to 1902, the early C.M.S missionaries were optimistic that 
the Muslims of the North would easily embrace Christianity. Ayandele posits that their 
expectation was legitimate because past experience had shown how the “sword of steel” 
and the “sword of the spirit” had succeeded in subduing the southerners.5 They genuinely 
thought that the British Bayonet would remove the Fulani “impostors” who have been the 
main obstacle to their evangelizing the territory. Contrary to the CMS-missionaries' 
assumption, they were surprised to learn how well the Muslims understood Islam and 
how deeply they were attached to it. Coupled with Lugard’s policies of non-interference 
with the Muslim religion and indirect rule, the missionaries had to adopt Bishop 
Crowther’s method of the 1870’s of patient and tactful contact with the emirs, gaining 
their friendship in order to preach to the pagan population subject to them.6 The 
Christians made some progress especially among non-Muslims in the North apart from 
the successes already made in the Southwest. Christians and Muslims’ proximity 
increased as Muslims were not able to differentiate between who was a Christian and 
who was not among the Europeans. European colonialists, merchants, civil servants and 
missionaries were all lumped together as ‘Christians’ and their actions interpreted as a 
demonstration of their religion.7 It is alleged that the Muslims opposed the Christian 
missionaries more for the political and social implications of their missionary propaganda 
rather than for their dogmas given Qur’n’s position about the ‘People of the Book’.8 The 
brutal suppression of Muslim resistance by the superior British gun power coupled with 
this suspicion heightened the tension. In the Southwest for example, the Yoruba who are 
known for their ethnic solidarity became divided on political ground. For the first time, 
the Yoruba Muslims inaugurated a political party called the National Muslim League 
(Egbe Musulmi Parapo) to challenge the dominant political party, the Action Group 
(AG) which was labelled an agent of the Christian denomination.9 Awolowo threatened 
the party for daring to destabilize the peace and tranquillity of the region and warned that 
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his government was “seriously considering the enactment of a law which would make it 
an offence for anyone to exploit religion for political ends” .10 The three to four day Kano 
riots of 1953 which led to the death of 36 people, 241 wounded and damage to property 
estimated at ten thousand, four hundred and eighteen pounds and the 1955 riots in the 
Wurkum District of Muri Emirate were examples of the animosity between Christians 
and Muslims before independence.11 The tension between Christians and Muslims had 
led the British imperialist historiographer, Margery Perham, to warn that “independent 
Nigeria would be fraught with strife because of the many religions”.12 Nnamdi Azikiwe 
and Obafemi Awolowo worried that Nigeria was going to be another British India, 
divided along religious lines at independence and both, including even Ghanaian 
president, Kwame Nkrumah, began to condemn what they regarded as “Pakistanism”.13  
 
Prior to and immediately following the attainment of independence, Christian-Muslim 
tension was relatively calmed or suspended. Even ethnicity and regionalism temporarily 
became secondary to a new sense of nationalism. The desire for cooperation between the 
North and the South in order to make independence work was partly responsible for this 
development. The “One North, One Destiny” and the conversion campaigns of the 
Sardauna as well as other efforts temporarily calmed the situation not only within the 
Muslim population but also across religious boundaries. Religious tensions began to build 
up soon after independence until the civil war of 1967-70 forced the Northerners and 
partially the Westerners to redirect their energy towards national solidarity. But this did 
not last, as the 1974, 1977 and 1978 Christian-Muslim riots indicate. The first occurred 
between members of the Christian National Youth Corps (NYSC) and some Muslim 
youths in Zaria when the latter attacked the former during an open air preaching inside 
Zaria city.14 The second and the third were the first conflicts of a religious nature at the 
                                                 
10 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…,  p. 47. 
11 R. L. Sklar, Nigeria Political Parties: Power in an African Nation (New York: Princeton University 
Press, 1963 ): pp. 132, 467; J. S. Coleman, Nigeria: Background to Nationalism (Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1958): pp. 399f. See also E. P.T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria (London: 
Geoffrey Chapman, 1979): p. 70. 
12 Quoted in This Week Magazine, March 30, 1987, p. 15. 
13 A. Mazrui, “African Islam and Competitive Religion: Between Revivalism and Expansion” in N. Alkali, 
Islam in Africa: Proceedings of the Islam in Africa Conference (Ibadan: Spectrum Books, 1986): p. 507. 
14 E. P. T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria…, p. 93. 
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Bayero University in Kano and Ahmadu Bello University in Zaria respectively when the 
Muslim Students Society (MSS) attacked their Christians counterparts for allegedly 
selling alcohol and consuming palm wine on the campus.15 The situation was further 
exacerbated especially in the North by Christian evangelistic campaigns as Christian 
Churches penetrated the non-Muslim population in the core North as never before and 
achieved success – or, at least, claimed to achieve. The Muslims saw their dominance not 
only on the religious front but also on the political threatened and positioned themselves 
to regain what they thought was their legitimate right. This, including the aforementioned 
historical processes as well as other issues we shall pick up in chapter four was to usher 
in a frightening escalation of Christian-Muslim violence in the 1980’s that has persisted 
to the present with no sign of going away in the foreseeable future.  
 
3.1.2 Christian-Muslim Riots in the 1980’s onwards 
 
Even though religious riots between Christians and Muslims were witnessed before the 
1980’s as indicated, they were far less compared to what happened from the 1980’s 
onwards. Dele Omotunde captured the mood well when he reiterated in 1992:  
 
Either by accident or design religious unrest has since become the order of the day 
on a scale never experienced before…. A new culture of fear and mutual 
suspicion seems to have been entrenched unconsciously. At the slightest 
provocation churches and mosques have been torched or razed while brothers 
have slaughtered brothers all in the name of religion.16 
 
The frequency with which the violence has been occurring coupled with the massive 
destruction of lives and property makes one wish it were only an imaginary not reality. 
We will narrate some of the major riots that have occurred between Christians and 
Muslims from the 1980’s to the present before analyzing them at the end. Because the 
crises occur again and again as a result of unresolved issues in the selected case studies, 
                                                 
15 M. H. Kukah, “The Politicisation of Fundamentalism…”, p. 193. See also This Week, April 6, 1987, p. 
16. 
16 D. Omotunde, “A Harvest of Crisis” in Tell Magazine, August 31, 1992, pp. 23-24; See also Col. 
Akogun, “Religion Never an Issue until Recently” in Triumph, 22.10.1987, p. 7; Today, 25.9.1988, p. 3. 
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the presentation will not be in chronological order but will be grouped according to 
locations where they took place.  
 
3.1.2.1 Kano Riots: 1982, 1991 and 1995 
 
The immediate causes for these riots were said to have been due to the proximity of a 
Church building near a mosque, the visit of the German evangelist, Reinhard Bonnke and 
the alleged desecration of the Holy Qur’n. Kano is predominantly Muslim with a 
significant Christian population located in the Sabon Gari area of the city. The recent 
2006 national census shows it as the most populated city in Nigeria. Located in the North, 
it had suffered the Maitatsine uprising in the 1980’s as noted above before the present 
riots under consideration  
 
Not long after the brutal suppression of the Maitatsine uprising which metamorphosed 
from an intra-Muslim riot into what became mostly a riot between Muslim religionists 
and the government, the members of the Muslim Students’ Society (MSS) went on a 
rampage to burn down St. George’s Anglican Church in Fagge, Kano city, on October 30, 
1982 on the ground that the Church was located within a distance to the Fagge central 
mosque which according to them was un-Islamic and unacceptable. Prior to this incident, 
Pope John Paul II had visited Nigeria in February before and Archbishop of Canterbury, 
Robert Runcie, followed in April. The latter visited Kano and laid the foundation of a 
new Church building that was aimed at replacing the older one that suddenly became a 
target for demolition. What shocked people was that this same Church had been there 
since the 1930’s before the said mosques was built between 1968 and 1970. It is alleged 
that the visit of the Archbishop which was publicized added to the fears and animosity 
the Muslims were already entertaining towards Christian missionary activities in the city 
and around the Muslim dominated core North. They were determined to pull down the 
Church had it not been for the intervention of the police. However, while that Church was 
successfully defended, the Muslims turned their anger against other Churches around the 
city such that before the situation was brought under control, several Churches and 
property worth millions of naira, mostly belonging to the Christians, including forty-four 
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lives were lost and hundreds injured and displaced.17 The riot spilled over to Kaduna with 
significant casualties in lives and property on both sides. 
 
The second clash occurred on Monday, October 14, 1991 when Christians were 
enthusiastically waiting to host the renowned German evangelist, Reinhard Bonnke due 
to preach in the city. Bonnke was and is still a household name among Christians in 
Nigeria. His preaching normally attracts people not just within the vicinity of the 
“crusade” ground but all across Nigeria and sometime extended to neighbouring 
countries as people come not just to hear him preach but to receive their miracles. 
Thousands of Christians were to converge on the city and the publicity was thunderous, 
electrifying and fearful depending on the eyes of the beholder. Enthusiastic and ill-
informed Christian leaders of the Kano branch of the Christian Association of Nigeria 
(CAN) who had invited Bonnke had gone about labelling the open air preaching a 
“crusade”, a word that has negative connotations in Muslims minds because of the 
Christian-Muslim historical past. The repeated announcement over state television and 
radio that the “anointed man of God is coming to deliver sinners and unbelievers to Jesus 
Christ” coupled with the posters reading “Capturing Kano for Jesus” and many others 
that saturated the city sent shock waves over the Muslim population that Bonnke was in 
for “an invasion” to separate Kano from its Islamic roots.18 Tension built up coupled with 
other perceived grievances by the Muslims until the day Bonnke landed in the city and 
everything spilled into open conflict that led to the murder of hundreds of people, mostly 
non-indigene Christians, destruction and looting of Christian businesses and property, 
mostly belonging to the Igbos, and the torching of over twenty Churches.19 Many became 
refugees in their own country. Unlike the previous riots when Christians turned the other 
cheek or took to their heel, they fought in self-defence and inflicted much casualties in 
lives and property on the Muslim side too. Those who survive did not only mourn their 
loved ones who were killed but also mourned the loss of what they have worked for all 
their life within two days. Three main reasons were given by the Muslims as a 
                                                 
17 TC, March-April/83 pp. 16-19; M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northen Nigeria…, 1993, 
pp. 158-9. See also Tell Magazine October 28, 1991, p. 14. 
18 D. Babarinsa, “Allhu Akbar!” Tell, 28 Oct/91, pp. 12-16. 
19 J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood:…, pp. 41-46. 
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justification for their action: government refusal to allow Louis Farrakhan, the black 
Muslim leader in the USA and Sheik Ahmed Deedat, the South African Muslim 
polemicist and apologist to come into the country to preach in 1987 and 1990 
respectively, government refusal to allow the Muslim to use the race course, which the 
Christians had booked for the gathering, to celebrate`d al-maulid, the birth day of 
prophet Muhammad, and the alleged refusal of Southern Christians to let the Muslims 
launch a mosques appeal fund in Owerri.20 General Ibrahim Babangida, the then military 
head of state, had to abandon the commonwealth summit he was attending in Zimbabwe 
because of the problem at home.21 
 
Three incidences occurred in 1995 that in the words of Boer moved Christians from 
cheek-turning to gun-tooting.22 The first two did not result in open Christian-Muslim riot 
like the third one but were obviously a build up to what became a bloodletting riot in the 
third. On April 17, 1995, one Mrs. Musili Fatimat Abiola, a Muslim from the Southwest, 
was almost killed were it not for the intervention of security agents, the police and 
soldiers. The misunderstanding was ignited over change due to her from the conductor of 
the bus she boarded. Her treatment and subsequent exit from Kano23 sent the intended 
signal to all non-indigenes in Kano irrespective of religious affiliation that Kano did not 
only belong to Muslims but to ethnic Hausa-Fulani Muslims. As the panic and mistrust 
rose, the Jama’atul Tajdid Islamiyya narrowed it to non-Muslims and vowed to purge 
Kano of all non-Muslims six weeks later. In early June 1995, non-Muslim residents woke 
up to discover leaflets at their doorsteps and work/business premises warning them to 
leave Kano or risk their lives and property. The leaflet read: 
 
This is to inform you that for your own interest and life security, you are seriously 
advised to pack out of Kano metropolis with immediate effect and in no given 
time, otherwise your life will be in danger. And for your information no authority 
can protect you from whatever calamity that will befall you if you fail to 
comply.24 
 
                                                 
20 S. P.I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…, pp. 82-83. 
21 African Concord, 28 October, 1991. 
22 J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood:…, p. 50. 
23 Nigerian Tribune, Tuesday 16 May, 1995. 
24 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…, p. 96. 
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In another leaflet, they vowed that their dream of making Kano an absolutely Islamic 
state was unstoppable. “We are ready to bear whatever the task (risk), as our main goal is 
to die in the course of Allh and Islam.” True to their words, they began to act swiftly as 
suggested by CAN’s petition to the Kano state Government on the issue: 
 
Reports reaching our office have confirmed that the writers of the leaflets have 
started carrying out the threats contained in their write-up. Many Christians have 
been ejected from their homes and shops around Goron-Dutse and Kabuga areas. 
A Pastor of a Church at Kabuga had been killed in cold blood by the same 
people.25 
 
It took the combined team of the police and the army to bring the situation under 
control.26 But this was only temporal as events would show. This time around the rioters 
claimed they had found enough evidence to evict all Christians from Kano as they 
marched around the city parading the beheaded head of an Igbo trader, one Gideon 
Akaluka, for allegedly desecrating the Qur’n.27 How they broke into the jail and 
beheaded Mr. Akaluka leaves many questions unanswered. However, this was not the 
incident that would spark the riot that engulfed the whole city. While this was going on, 
an unrelated incident28 triggered the already tensed situation as “Muslim fanatics took to 
the streets killing anybody who could not say (in Arabic) … ‘There is no God but 
Allh.”29 If St. George’s Anglican Church was successfully shielded in the 1982 incident, 
it remained a prime target as the rioters marched straight to the premises and set it 
                                                 
25 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…, pp. 96-7. 
26 Newswatch, July 10, 1995. 
27 Different versions of the story abound. Once source suggests that Gideon was an apostate from Islam. 
Another was that he literaly used some pages of the Qur’n as toilet paper to prove a dispute. That they 
were involved in a dispute with a neighbour over which book, the Bible or the Qur’n is superior. To show 
that he considered the Bible superior, he was alleged to have done what he did. One was that his wife was 
responsible for the desecration for allegedly using some pages of the Qur’n as toilet paper for her baby. 
Some say it was not his wife but the wife of a co-tenant. Yet others blamed Akaluka himself for allegedly 
writing marginal notes in the Qur’n while in prison. See J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood …, p. 
46ff; S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…, p. 93. 
28 The story has it that it all started after an Igbo trader allegedly reported two Hausa men whom he saw 
stealing a bag from a car parked by two Hausa women to the police. After they were charged and released, 
they attacked the Igbo trader and a fight ensued. Upon seeing the fight, other Muslims vowed never to sit 
back and allow an “arne” or “kafiri” (infidel) to beat their Muslim brothers regardless of the issue involved. 
See J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood:…, p. 47.  
29 Ibid, p. 51. 
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ablaze.30 The stiff resistance mounted by the non-Muslim residents in Sabon Gari 
resulted in much loss of lives and property on both sides. The posters and handbills were 
once again circulated warning Christians to leave Kano immediately or “face harsh 
reprisals”, but the Christians never moved an inch. Previous incidences had led Christians 
to resolve “to fight back when attacked by Muslim fundamentalists”.31 In fact, it is 
alleged that Igbos had been warned in the south never to be seen returning to the south 
again whenever any such thing reoccurred. They were allegedly told to fight till the last 
drop of blood. The Reverend Samuel Uche, of Igbo origin and the pastor of the burned 
Fagge Church seems to portray this in his response after the riot had cooled down. He 
unequivocally remarked that Christians and residents of Sabon Gari: 
 
Don’t rely on the police. They don’t rely on the army. But I must tell you that 
Sabon Gari is not an easy field to swallow. As small as we are, there is nothing 
we don’t have, but moreover, we have God. We’re ready. This Sabon Gari can 
face the whole of Kano state and burn Kano state…. But for the fact that we held 
our youth, eh! They were ready to face these people. We often held them; we only 
told them “No”. Otherwise, if we didn’t hold them, man. I don’t want to go into 
details…. But any day they attempt to come to this area, nobody in Kano will be 
safe. The emir, the Governor, the police, nobody will be safe. I don’t want to tell 
you how but it will happen. I must tell you that we are prepared.32 
 
These words represent the popular voice of the majority of Christian leaders and lay 
members across the country to this day and it remains a time-bomb that may be triggered 
sooner or later or even sooner than later. 
 
These successive riots brought several grievances of the Christians to the surface hoping 
for a solution from the government but to no avail. Christians queried government take-
over of Christian schools without compensation, denial of permission to open new 
Christian schools, denial to air Christian programs on television and radio, seizure and 
denial of land for Church construction, burial and teaching Christian Religious 
Knowledge in public schools.33 But the responses of the government to the riots left them 
                                                 
30 They demanded the head of the Pastor but he managed to escape alive with his family through the 
backyard door. Idem, quoting Gedege “Kano Needs Divine Intervention” in TC, 3/95, p. 23. 
31 Michakpu, TC 3/96, pp. 16-18. 
32 S. Uche, “Is Islam Lawlessness?“ in TC March 1995, p. 26. 
33 J. H. Boer, Christian: Why this Muslim Violence? Vol. 3 (Ontario: Essence Publishing, 2004): p. 169. 
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downcast and dumb-founded. Apart from the bizarre fact that no culprit was charged or 
punished coupled with government neglect of the minority report,34 Christians were told 
in the 1982 Fagge Church incident to remove the Church from there because it was said 
to be too close to the mosques irrespective of the fact that the mosques was built about 
forty years after the Church was built. They also used a blanket statement even though 
targeted at Christians that no new church or mosques should be built without the approval 
of the local community. Knowing the implication of such statement to the Christian 
course, Kukah captures Christians’ feeling when he observes that such government 
response “revealed a deep-seated prejudice against Christians. They… stopped short of 
legislating Christianity out of existence in Kano State.”35 Instead of holding the 
perpetrators of the 1991 and 1995 riots responsible, the government only banned all 
public religious activities for a while to make it look like something was being done. 
 
3.1.2.2 Kaduna Riots: 1987, 1992, 2000 and 2002 
 
 Kaduna state has witnessed worse Christian-Muslim riots than any other state in the 
country including even Kano state that is known for its notoriety. Apart from reprisal 
attacks and other minor skirmishes, the major ones have been the 1987 Kafanchan riot, 
the 1992 Zangon-Kataf riot, the 2000 Shar`a  riot and the Miss World Pageant riot in 
2002.  
 
It is very difficult to find a consensus account of the 1987 Kafanchan riot as well as other 
riots whether in popular or scholarly works. The more one reads the more one finds traces 
of subjectivity along Christian and Muslim divides. While the Christian narrations36 leave 
one with the impression that the riot was started by the Muslims, the Muslim accounts37 
portray the exact opposite. Both however agree that the riot began on the campus of the 
                                                 
34 Two Christian members of the committee set up to investigate the incidence issued their own minority 
report which was never implemented. 
35 M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria…, p. 159. 
36 Some of the most respected accounts are those by M. H. Kukah, Ibid, pp.158-60; M. H. Kukah and T. 
Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion:…, p. 145; J. Ibrahim, “The Politics of Religion in 
Nigeria:…”, p. 66; J. Walsh, Religious Riots in Nigeria…, pp. 6-8 etc. 
37 Eg, B. Isyaku, “The Kafanchan Carnage”, in ThisDay, 1991, n.p.  
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College of Education, Kafanchan but differ in their details. From the Christian sources, 
the riot was said to have started over the alleged misquotation of the Qur’n and the 
blasphemy of the prophet Muhammad by a Christian preacher, one Rev. Abubakar Bako, 
a convert from Islam, who happened to be the guest speaker at the annual Christian 
revival weekend program organized by the Fellowship of Christian Students (FCS) of the 
College. Having known that Bako, famous for his quoting from the Qur’n, was to be the 
preacher coupled with the Christian students’ aggressive evangelism38 the Muslim 
students attended the gathering fully prepared to attack the preacher. Not long into his 
preaching, one Hajiya Ai’sha Umaru, a Muslim female student described as a “trouble 
lover” accosted him by seizing the microphone, slapped him39 and beckoned on the 
Muslim boys to help her defend Islam or she would mobilize the girls to do it. The school 
administration unable to calm down the situation due to the determination of the Muslim 
students to cause trouble, the fight became a free for all and within a matter of hours 
spilled over to Kafanchan town and later to Kaduna city, Kankia, Funtua, Zaria, and even 
as far as Kano and Katsina.40 Some Christian sources further point to deliberate 
provocation by the Muslim students of their Christian counterparts during the annual 
“Dan Fodio Week” held the previous week. Other provocative events were the circulation 
of documents published by the Muslims entitled “Jesus is not the son of God”, and “The 
Holy Bible is not the word of God”. The inflammatory and provocative videos of Ahmed 
Deedat which dwelt on similar anti-Christian themes were also said to be distributed with 
some finding their way to the Kafanchan campus even falling in the hands of Christian 
students.41  
 
The Muslim sources, represented by Bashir Isyaku’s work, accuse the Christian students 
of starting the riot. Isyaku opined that the Christian students in collaboration with some 
Christian lecturers began their evil machination during the “Dan Fodio Week” by trying 
to neutralize the event. Unsuccessful in their bid to prevent the Muslim programme, the 
                                                 
38 Eg, as part of publicising the program, the Christians students had hung up banner at the entrance of the 
College reading “Welcome to Jesus’ Campus.” The Muslim students interpreted that to mean undermining 
Islam in the campus. The banner was removed due to protest from the Muslim students. 
39 Newswatch, 23.3.87, p. 20. 
40 New Nigerian 11.3,1987, p. 1.  
41 CAN, 1987.  
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Christian students were said to have further provoked the Muslim students by the 
offensive banner captioned “Welcome to Jesus’ Campus.” When Rev. Bako finally came 
for the programme, he was said to have maintained that only Christians follow the right 
path by quoting from Qur’n surah 1: 6-7 and 55-57 to justify his claim.42 When Ai’sha 
protested his interpretation of the Qur’n, the Christians students began to attack the 
Muslim students who were in the minority. When the Muslim students fled the 
compound, the Christian students were said to have gone on a rampage to the College’s 
mosque, including those of the neighbouring Teacher’s College, and burnt praying mats 
and copies of the Qur’n and other Islamic literature.43 These were said to be the triggers 
of the riot that quickly spread beyond its immediate vicinity. 
 
Whichever version one holds, the riot was so intense that the governor, Lt. Col. Abubakar 
Dangiwa Umar, was forced to confess that he was tired of ruling the state.44 The rapid 
spread of the riot to other cities was not unconnected with the role played by the Federal 
Radio Corporation of Nigeria, Kaduna and what Christians saw as a calculated 
provocation of their religious sensitivity. It is alleged that soon after the incident in 
Kaduna, the station fanned the situation by reporting hourly that Muslims were being 
killed in Kafanchan by Christians thereby causing their fleeing into hiding. It was also 
reported that two mosques had been burnt down, including copies of the Qur’n publicly. 
It further reported its own brand of the immediate cause of the riot that one itinerant 
Christian preacher at the College of Education, Kafanchan, inflamed the Christians to 
attack the Muslims when he started “misquoting the Holy Qur’n and blaspheming the 
holy name of Prophet Muhammad”.45 Zaria was most hit.46 After a week or so before the 
situation was put under control, the damage to life and property was monumental.47  
 
                                                 
42 Bako denied this when testifying before the panel of inquiry that he never misquoted or misinterpreted 
any Qur’n verse rather than simply illustrating the similarities that existed in the Qur’n and the Bible. See 
“Kaduna Religious Riot: A Catalogue of Events” (CAN [Kaduna] Publicity Committee): p. 26. 
43 B. Isyaku, The Kafanchan Carnage, pp. 22-28. 
44 He later denied this, New Nigerian 14.3.1988. 
45 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…, p. 76. 
46 Newswatch, March 30, 1987, pp. 13-14; See also J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood:…, pp. 53-5; S. 
P. I. Agi, Ibid, p. 76. 
47 Ibid, p. 73ff. 
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The riot’s first anniversary was marked by another religious riot that was nipped in the 
bud in March 1988 beginning on the campus of Kaduna Polytechnic. Differences 
between Christian and Muslim groups in the Polytechnic coupled with the bitterness as a 
result of the incarceration of some Muslims jailed by the Justice Adolphus Karibi-Whyte 
tribunal which had investigated the previous year’s disturbance, peaked on March 8 when 
the Christian inter-denominational chapel under construction was pulled down, ostensibly 
by some Muslim staff and students.48 
 
Kaduna was struck again in 1992 over a dispute between Hausa and Kataf people on the 
relocation of a market in Zangon-Kataf, a predominantly Christian town with Muslim 
minority. Even though the crisis was sparked off by land or economic including ethnic or 
citizenship concerns, its religious cause was what became more pronounced. According 
to Agi, the majority Kataf people had long resented the monopoly of the minority Hausa 
population over the market as it was located among them. When one of them became the 
Local Government Chairman following an election victory in 1991, he decided to end 
their alleged monopoly by directing that the market be relocated to a predominantly Kataf 
area, a move that was resented by the Hausa-Fulani who were mainly Muslims and the 
majority in the old market site.49 In the process of actualizing the relocation around 
February with bulldozers ordered to the site irrespective of court injunction obtained by 
the Muslim population restraining the local council from going on with its plan, a clash 
ensued between the protesting Muslim population and the Kataf people leaving many 
dead and property worth millions of Naira destroyed. The shabby handling of this initial 
crisis by the government was to be the springboard for a more disastrous one in May that 
went beyond Zangon Kataf to the state capital, Zaria and as far as to Bauchi state. 
Because Christians were in the majority, Muslims had the most casualties not only in 
property but also in human lost. Instead of burying the death in a mass grave as it had 
been the case in some instances, the Muslims carried their death to the state capital to 
whip up sentiments. On seeing the dead and the injured, the government allegedly 
inflated the casualty figures and urged Muslims to go out on a revenge mission. As if 
                                                 
48 The African Guardian, 28.3.1988, p. 9. 
49 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…, p. 85. 
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planned, Muslim youth simultaneously filled the streets “indiscriminately burning 
anything that symbolized Christianity, and killing or maiming anybody suspected to be a 
Christian.”50 Christians too responded and the final death toll was approximated to be 
between 4,000 and 4,500. Muhammed Haruna described it in 1992 as the most violent of 
all riots so far.51 The use of youngsters as spies led to the murder of many prominent 
Christians. Corpses were dumped in wells, eyes of some victims plucked and tongues 
slashed with jubilation.52 The local government was dissolved and a number of Kataf 
civil servants sacked as a result.53 General Zamani Lekwot was sentenced to death for his 
alleged role in the crisis but later released in December 1995.54 
 
If the 1992 riot was considered the worst of all riots so far, the worse was yet to come. 
Barely eight years on when people were still trying to leave the past behind them, old 
wounds were suddenly opened. The reintroduction of shar`a  law in Zamfara state in 
1999, months after the country returned to civilian rule after sixteen years of brutal, 
corrupt and unaccountable military dictatorship, by Governor Ahmed Yarima Sani was to 
claim its worst casualties in Kaduna state. Reuben Abati called it the “second jihâd” or in 
other words “the re-invention of the Othman Dan Fodio jihâd” due to the perceived 
similarities he noticed in terms of ideology, purpose and method. 55 The cheap popularity 
Governor Sani gained both locally and internationally coupled with pressure from irate 
and despondent Muslims who were lured into believing that shar`a  was the only 
solution to Nigeria’s endemic socio-economic and political problems, led eleven other 
core Northern states to follow suit. While it was reintroduced in other states without any 
event, Kaduna’s became a bloodletting scenario.56 President Obasanjo considered it one 
of the worse bloodletting exercises in Nigeria since the civil war.57 Poised to please his 
co-religionists for his political life, the governor set up a committee to explore modalities 
                                                 
50 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria…, p. 86. 
51 Citizen, 15 June, 1992, n.p. 
52 Sunday New Nigerian 31.10.1982, p. 1. 
53 M. H. Kukah and T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion…, p. 218. 
54 T. Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of Religious Politics and Secular Ideologies (Rochester: 
University of Rochester Press, 1998): p. 221. 
55 R. Abati, “The Second Jihâd” in The Guardian, 25.02.2000, pp 53ff. 
56 Kaduna is different from the other states because while the Muslims control the political power, the 
Christians form the majority in the state. 
57 New Nigerian, 2 March, 2001, n.p. 
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for its adoption. Despite resentment and peaceful anti-shar`a  Christian demonstrations 
following pro-shar`a  marches by the Muslims earlier, the governor went ahead with his 
preparation to inaugurate the shar`a  system in the state. When the Christian Association 
of Nigeria (CAN) decided to embark on the largest anti-shar`a  demonstration on the 21st 
February, 2000, where some 50,000 Christians marched to the state’s House of 
Assembly, and later to the Government House to protest against the planned adoption, 
they had not the slightest premonition that the peaceful march would end up in utter 
devastation. Before they had seen the governor, reports reached them that their Muslims 
counterparts had begun to attack Christians in the city.58 On getting the report that one 
Christian was already killed, the gathering dispatched, fighting their ways through to get 
home or to go and defend their churches or businesses or to take refuge in police or army 
barracks. During the ensuing battle, corpses littered the streets, looting became the order 
of the day and buildings, cars, petrol stations, businesses etc were on fire such that when 
President Obasanjo flew in to see things for himself, the city was “in ruin.” Apart from 
the many churches burnt including some few mosques, some residential areas almost 
became extinct as residents fled the areas, leaving behind burnt houses. Children, the 
aged and women, who were unable to escape from these areas, were consumed in the fire, 
while others slaughtered like chickens.59 If the president saw the relative and uneasy 
calmness punctuated by isolated burnings and destruction of churches, including killing 
of Christians in some places, as an end to the crisis because of his intervention, he was 
mistaken as the crisis soon engulfed the whole city again following rumours that Muslims 
were relocating their wives and children to Barmawa, a Muslim section of the city, to 
fight it out again with the Christians.60 Having been trained in the use of guns and other 
fighting tactics in the interim coupled with the one-sided reporting of the Radio Kaduna 
as usual, both Christian and Muslim youths especially in the high density areas of the 
town like Rigasa, Tudun Wada, Kawo, Sabon Tasha, Television, Kaduna, Kakuri, 
Barmawa, Narayi, Hayin Banki, Badarawa, Angwar Dosa, Abakpa, etc went on a killing 
rampage that it took the military and armoured tanks to quell with immeasurable loses on 
                                                 
58 ThisDay, 25.02.2000, p. 11ff, 40ff; J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s decades of Blood:…, p. 65. 
59 Examples of such areas are Rigassa, Bakin Ruwa, Tudun Wada etc. see The Guardian 25.02.2000, p. 
19ff. 
60 J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s decades of Blood:…, p. 67. 
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both sides.61 The mayhem shook the whole country and spread not only to other parts of 
the state, particularly Zaria, Kachia and Kafanchan, but went as far as to the Southeast as 
the Igbos went on reprisal attacks on the Muslim population in Aba, Umuahia, Onitsha 
and Owerri to avenge for their loved ones killed in Kaduna.62 Kano city, Niger, Taraba, 
plateau states and Abuja, to mention but a few, narrowly escaped Kaduna’s fate by a 
miracle. Despite the casualty figures, displacement, huge economic losses and the deep-
seated mistrust sowed, including the resolution taken by the National Council of State to 
revert to status quo following the crises, the governor went ahead to enact the shar`a  
law under the pretext that Christians would not be affected since their cases would not be 
treated under the shar`a  legal system but under the customary courts. The governor as 
well as other northern governors who defied the National Council of State’s directive did 
not act in a vacuum as both Shehu Shagari and Muhammadu Buhari, both members of the 
council and former heads of state denied that such decision was taken and maintained that 
Muslims were not ready to compromise on the shar`a .63 Their stance led to new 
tensions in Sokoto and Borno states which further led to the exodus of many non-
Muslims from the Muslim dominated parts of the North. 
 
The fourth most destructive Christian-Muslim riot took place during the Miss World 
beauty contest that Nigeria had the privilege of hosting in November, 2002. Even though 
the contest in its entire history has had nothing to do with religion, religion became the 
sole reason for its transfer midway to another country. What should have been seen as a 
journalistic error or mere ignorance on the part of Isioma Daniel was interpreted as an 
attack or insult on the holy prophet, Muhammad and the entire Muslim population in 
Nigeria by Nigerian Christians. Isioma Daniel, a woman journalist, had in a fashion 
article in the November 16 edition of ThisDay, a Lagos based paper, passionately and 
enthusiastically written about the Miss World contest, which was scheduled for the last 
week of Ramadan (the fasting month when Muslims reflect on how they have lived their 
lives) in Abuja, the Nigerian capital, that all Nigerians should embrace the opportunity as 
she argued that even prophet Muhammad wouldn’t have had any objection to the show 
                                                 
61 J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s decades of Blood:…, p. 76. 
62 New Nigerian, 2.03.2000, pp 1-2; ThisDay, 2.03.2000, p. 5; The Guardian, 29.02.2000, pp. 1-2. 
63 L. Abdullahi, “Shagari Disagrees with Council of State” in The Comet, 3.03.2000, p. 1-2. 
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were he in Nigeria at the time. She was not the only one celebrating the opportunity 
Nigeria had to host the event but the government as well. Having won the title the 
previous year by Miss Nigeria, which gave Nigeria the chance to run the show, the 
Nigerian Government hoped the event would add to the country's tourist appeal. It was in 
this mood that Isioma Daniel rhetorically asked: 
 
What would Mohammed think? In all honesty, he would probably have chosen a 
wife from one of them. The irony is that Algeria, an Islamic country, is one of the 
countries participating in the event.64  
 
Having just returned to Nigeria and being an innocent young female reporter for 
ThisDay, little did she know that her statement would almost cost her her life65 were it 
not for her relocation to the United States of America. However, hundreds of lives and 
property worth millions of Naira were lost. As a Christian from the south, having spent 
some time in England as a reporter after years of studies at Lancaster in England, she had 
little understanding of Nigerian Muslim dynamics. Despite several apologies printed on 
the front page of the paper for four consecutive days including her own resignation, her 
statement quickly threw Kaduna once again into another violent riot that left more than 
200 dead, perhaps 1,000 were wounded, and five hundred were hospitalized. Three 
hundred and fifty were arrested. The army shot many of them, not to mention the 
destruction of numerous churches, mosques and hotels.66 Some sources attest that over 
the next three days, 8 mosques and 22 churches were destroyed.67 Muslim rioters trashed 
the newspaper's office in Kaduna. The fighting spread from Muslim districts to Christian 
districts. In each case, the majority religious group attacked the minority. This is even 
when most rioters knew nothing about Miss World, as noted by some observers. Abuja, 
where the event was being held, was spared the level of destruction witnessed in Kaduna.   
                                                 
64 A. Henry, Off Our Backs, Mar/Apr 2003.  
65 The Deputy Governor of Zamfara state issued a fatwa calling for her death for insulting Mohammed. Her 
life would still have been in danger till today even though she lives in the USA, had the fatwa not been 
overturned. When a writer in ThisDay noted in one of their subsequent editions that only religious leaders 
can issue fatwas, and that the Deputy Governor was only an elected official, not a legitimate voice of 
Islamic opinion, Abdulkadir Orire, the Secretary General of Nigeria's organization of Islamic groups, 
ordered the fatwa lifted in December, saying "true religion never touches thuggery, killing, and vandalism-
but where you have 70% of youths unemployed-a devil can find work for idle hands." Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
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On hearing that Nigeria had been selected to host the contest, Muslims had expressed 
their dissatisfaction with the event on the ground that it was offensive to their religion 
and morals. They associated the event with bikinis and other forms of blatant sex. They 
also saw the event occurring during the reign of a Christian president, General Olusegun 
Obasanjo (ret.), as a direct challenge to their Islamic legacy. All the years, Muslims in 
Nigeria have tried to portray Nigeria as a Muslim country to the international community, 
especially the Muslim world, and wondered what implication hosting such an event, 
which was to be televised across the world would have on their claim. They were further 
provoked with the timing of the event as it was scheduled to fall during the Ramadan 
period when Muslims were expected to focus on fasting, prayers and meditation instead 
of being distracted by the open sexuality or nude/half nude images that were to be 
displayed on their television screens.  
 
The venue of the event was also problematic to the Muslims. Having been assured that 
the event would not be held in any Muslim community, the choice of Abuja, Nigeria’s 
capital, as the venue was interpreted to mean a deliberate attempt by both the organizers 
and the Christians to undermine Muslim presence in Abuja. The message they claimed 
which was passed on to them by the president was that Abuja is not a Muslim city. The 
president was also accused of undermining Islam when he assured the queens and the 
whole world who were contemplating boycotting the event that the death sentence issued 
against Amina Lawal, a Muslim single mother, would be over-turned because the 
country’s constitution had precedence over shar`a . Not only was this considered an 
international presidential declaration of war on the pro-shar`a  movement but it also 
placed the pageant on the anti-shar`a  side.68  
  
As if the president was unmindful of all these grievances, the queens were invited to the 
presidential villa, Aso Rock, for a break fast tea while the Chaplain conducted a prayer 
meeting.  
 
                                                 
68 Ibid. 
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3.1.2.3 Bauchi Riots: 1991, 1994, 2000 and Beyond 
 
Bauchi state is one of the most devastated states in Nigeria by religious uprisings, most 
prominent of which are those of 1991, 1994 and from 2000 onwards. Within the first 
quarter of 2008 alone, the state witnessed three inter-religious riots with heavy casualties 
in life and property. It repeated itself towards the end of 2008 and again in February 2009 
while the researcher was on his final field work research, in some northern states 
including Bauchi. There are variant presentations of the crises.  
 
The Newswatch of 6th May, 1991 attributes the 1991 riot to what began with the alleged 
selling of haram or non-kosher beef or pork meat by a Sayawa Christian butcher to a 
Muslim in Tafawa Balewa Local Government area. Upon discovering that either the beef 
was slaughtered by a non-Muslim or that it was actually pork, the angry Muslim returned 
and slashed the seller’s arm with a knife. When his Christians colleagues tried to help 
him, they were attacked by other Muslims.69 Another version is that when the Christian 
butcher refused to accept the meet back, the customer killed him. The customer’s action 
attracted the wrath of other butchers within the vicinity, both Christians and Muslims, 
and they killed the customer. Hanatu Audu in National Impression reveals that the suya 
was that of ram and not pig but that one Garba Alhaji Bala convinced the Fulani into 
believing that the suya he bought form the Christian hawker was actually pork meat. In a 
rage, the Fulani man descended on Ishaya, the hawker, which eventually resulted in the 
bloody clash.70 Yet, another version as described in Tell, a weekly magazine, ascribes the 
immediate cause of the riots to the attempt of a group of young Sayawa Christians to 
slaughter a pig in the Muslim section of the common abattoir, a move considered by their 
Muslim colleagues as desecration.71 Whichever version was true, the fracas soon 
degenerated into a Christian-Muslim fight. It soon spread to the town and nearby villages 
and for about four days of fighting, an estimated 200 people were left dead, more injured 
                                                 
69 Newswatch, 6.05.1991, n.p.  
70 H. Auda, “The City of Blood” in National Impression Vol. 5, No. 6, Nov. 30, 1995, pp. 11ff. 
71 Tell, n.d., n.p.  
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and thousands of Christians fled the state to take refuge in neighbouring states, especially 
Plateau state. Houses, hotels, shops and some twenty churches were burnt.72  
 
More casualties and destruction was to be recorded when the riot spread to Bauchi, the 
state capital including Dass and Ningi Local Government areas. When the corpses of 
Muslims killed in Tafawa Balewa were brought to Bauchi for burial, Muslim mobs seized 
the opportunity to take revenge as they went about ransacking everything Christian in the 
city including not just mission properties but even the offices and properties of the 
Christian Pilgrims Board, a government agency. The loss in human life was estimated to 
about 500 contrary to the official figure that was put at about eighty. About 500 houses, 
at least fifteen hotels and over twenty churches along Hospital Road went up in flames. 
All non-native sections of the city were engulfed.73 
 
Bauchi city experienced a state of anarchy as the riot continued unabated for about three 
days without any security resistance. When it became clear that the state police were 
unable to contain the situation as they were deployed despite the dusk-to-dawn curfew, 
the Federal Government sent in the army. The intervention of the army resulted in more 
deaths and “hundreds more people… arrested.” Falola states that “the state itself became 
a dispenser of brutal violence.”74  
 
The handling of the 1991 crisis was to lead to another crisis three years later in 1994. 
Angered by government’s inability to implement the recommendations of the committee 
assigned to ascertain the causes of the 1991 uprising coupled with it’s reneging on paying 
the twenty five million naira promised as compensation to victims,75 the Christians began 
to feel a sign of relief when a Christian was made governor of the state. Not only was the 
governor one of their own but he also appointed another Sayawa Christian, Mr. Jonathan 
Manzo as commissioner for Education in his cabinet. Their excitement and hope was 
short-lived as the governor was soon replaced by one Rasheed Raj, a Muslim, for 
                                                 
72 Newswatch 6 May/91, pp. 10-17; T. Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crises of Religious Politics and 
Secular Ideologies, p. 204. 
73 J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood:…, p. 82. 
74 T. Falola,  Ibid, pp. 208-209. 
75 NS, 20 April, 1994. 
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allegedly favouring the Sayawa ethnic group. Upon ascending the throne of leadership, 
governor Raj swiftly dropped the Christian commissioner and replaced him with a 
Muslim, one Ibrahim Musa, as commissioner for Special Duties, from Alkaleri Local 
Government of Bauchi state.76 This was victory for the Hausa Fulani residents of Tafawa 
Balewa but a blow to the Christian Sayawa population in Tafawa Balewa having lost two 
powerful allies. 
 
As if to add insult to injury, the Chairman of the local government, one Musa Suleiman, 
came up with the idea of organizing a reception in honour of the new commissioner in 
Tafawa Balewa. To achieve this, the salaries of all the local government staff, who were 
mostly Sayawa Christians, was deducted at source in addition to an extra fifteen thousand 
Naira removed from the local government treasury by the chairman. This decision was 
vehemently opposed by the Christians workers. This led to a peaceful protest by their 
wives and sisters who carried leaves and chanted in their songs calling God to deliver 
them from the Emir of Bauchi. They intimated to the Chairman that their objection was 
based on the fact that it was not only a Hausa affair but that the appointed commissioner, 
Alhaji Ibrahim Musa, was not an indigene of Tafawa Balewa, neither was he a Sayawa 
but Hausa from Kokaru in Alkaleri local government who only came to live with his 
uncle, Makeri Sani in Tafawa Balewa in late 1959. They pointed out to the Chairman that 
his appointment did not represent Tafawa Balewa or the Sayawa people at all and 
therefore there was no cause for celebration.77 The demonstration was concluded 
peacefully but led to the cancellation of the event. It was the cancellation that was said to 
have angered the Muslim population who decided to take the law into their hands and 
began to attack the Sayawa Christians. The looting, arson and killings lasted all of six 
days leading to the destruction of 30 Sayawa villages, the burning down of 77 churches 
and the death of 146 Sayawa.78 
 
                                                 
76 National Impression, p. 13; TC, No. 1/96, p. 7 alludes that he was from Tafawa Balewa, possibly in 
ignorance or deliberately. 
77 G. G. Jatau, “The July 1995 Massacre” in National Impression, Vol. 5, No. 6, 30.11.1995. 
78 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of religious Violence in Nigeria, p. 99; other sources have higher death 
casualties. Eg, The National Impression cited above records as high as 2,000 dead. 
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The Muslim source however has a different version of what transpired. According to 
Salihu Shehu, a Hausa Fulani from Tafawa Balewa and a lecturer at Bayero University, 
Kano, alleged in a press conference that as “hundreds and thousands of people began 
trooping to Tafawa town for the reception, they discovered to their amazement that all 
roads leading into Tafawa Balewa (with the exception of that from Bagoro) were blocked 
with stones and trees to such an extent that there was no way any person or vehicle could 
go into Tafawa Balewa, except Sayawa from Bagoro.” He asserts that this action was 
responsible for the cancellation of the reception and went further to allege that the 
Sayawa inside Tafawa Balewa town thereafter began to kill non-Sayawa, mostly 
Muslims, and burned down their houses. Having overpowered the non-Sayawa Muslims 
in the town, he alleges that they perpetrated their cruel act in surrounding villages for 
about a week leaving scores of losses of about 54 villages destroyed and thousands of 
Hausa-Fulani killed.79  
 
Despite the discrepancy, the point of great destruction is amply demonstrated on both 
sides. To prevent a reoccurrence, the 1994 riots became known as “Nigeria’s Hidden 
War” as both Federal and state governments decided to limit the flow of information to 
prevent its spread as it was the case in 1991. The riot did not spread to Bauchi town as a 
result of the measures taken. 
The uneasy calmness with deep-seated mistrust between the Sayawa and the Hausa-
Fulani was wrecked or ruptured again from 2000 upwards. The genesis of the 2000 crisis 
was shar`a . As was the case in Kaduna, the protest and counter-protest for and against 
the planned implementation of shar`a  in Tafawa Balewa Local Government by Muslim 
and Christian youth degenerated into open clashes that spread well beyond the Local 
Government Area to neighbouring towns and villages leaving a number of people killed 
and displaced, not to mention the property destroyed. Bauchi kept on to witness 
skirmishes of different propensities since then which we cannot narrate one after the 
other in view of space. It is enough to say that several clashes went unabated well into 
2003 or early 2004 which left many people dead and property worth millions of naira 
                                                 
79 TC, No. 1/96, pp. 9-12. 
 129
lost.80 In December 2007, another religious crisis reared its ugly head again in Bauchi 
city as fighting broke out between Christians and Muslims in Baba Takko Government 
Day Secondary School in Yelwa-Kagadama. It spread to the neighbouring communities, 
particularly Yelwan Tudu and Angwan Angas areas. It was learnt that the trouble started 
when a mosque was built by Muslim students in Baba Tanko Government Day 
Secondary School against the wishes of the Christian community. The objection did not 
go down well with the Muslim students. The situation went out of control when the said 
mosque still under construction was allegedly demolished by unidentified persons but 
suspected to be the Christian students who were against its location. Five persons were 
feared killed and several others injured during the riot that followed. Houses, churches 
and mosques were razed in the riot. Properties worth million of naira, including vehicles, 
motorcycles and personal effects, were destroyed. Hundreds of residents had to flee their 
homes to take refuge in police barracks until the combined team of soldiers, policemen 
and the security agents, co-ordinated by Police Commissioner Adanaya Talman-Gaya, 
were able to stem the disturbance.81 ThisDay Newspaper specifies that the Redeemed 
Christian Church of God, Kagadama and the Elim Church were destroyed while two 
mosques at Kagadama and Angwan Angas were also affected. Hundreds of residents had 
to flee their homes to take refuge in police barracks until normalcy returned following a 
dusk-to-dawn curfew imposed on the town by the governor, Malam Isa Yuguda.82 
 
Prior to the incident, security reports had indicated that tension was building up in the 
affected area following the disagreement on the location of the mosque in the secondary 
school but not much was done to nip it in the bud. While many saw the riot in its 
religious garb as usual, the riot having been fought along religious lines, the governor 
debunked the religious claim saying, “it is absolutely political, and those behind it will be 
unveiled shortly.” He maintained that: “There are some politicians that are bent on 
                                                 
80 For Toro Schools riots for example, see Focus Maiden Edition, 1996, p. 4ff. 
81 The Nation, 12.12.2007, n.p. 
82 ThisDay 12.12.2007, n.p. 
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causing confusion in the state, and have gone as far as recruiting some youth as thugs to 
perpetrate this act…”83 He stated elsewhere that: 
 
for God’s sake, you can see men armed with guns, machetes and other dangerous 
weapons sniffing lives out of their fellow human beings and claim that they are 
fighting religious war. We in the North, 95 per cent of the people are either 
Muslims or Christians and neither the Qur’n nor the Bible preaches for us to kill 
your fellow being, so what are we saying.84  
 
With no one brought to book as promised, the riot repeated itself again in February 2009. 
There are two main alleged causes of the riot. While one blames it on the Muslims, the 
other puts the blame on the Christians. The first one alleged that it all was caused by a 
misunderstanding between two Islamic groups (intra-religious) that used the same 
mosque for Jum‘a prayer when one allegedly deprived the other from using the mosque. 
That night some members of the aggrieved group set the mosques ablaze. On seeing what 
happened in the night the following day, the other group did not bother to investigate how 
the mosques was burnt or who set it on fire but simply pounced on the churches and 
Christians in sight, set them ablaze and killed any one they saw around. The other version 
blamed the riot on an alleged refusal of the members of a Church Of Christ In Nigeria 
(COCIN), opposite a mosques, to allowed their Muslim neighbours from parking their 
cars in the Church’s compound during the Jum'a prayer. Their action was said to have 
incurred Muslim anger which led to the fight. Whatever the reason, Bauchi had been 
tense following the Jos crisis. Many had threatened to fight back, describing what 
happened in Jos as a cheat against the Muslim community in the Plateau state capital.85 
The misunderstanding was only an opportunity for revenge. During the six days of 
mayhem, lives and property were lost with about 6000 people internally displaced. 
 
The government set up the usual commission of inquiry, just as it did in every riot, under 
the chairmanship of a Muslim as well a Muslim secretary despite the fact that Christians 
suffered the most casualties. Christian reservation concerning the constitution of the 
committee was conveyed by the state CAN chairman. Although the perpetrators, mostly 
                                                 
83 ThisDay 12.12.2007, n.p. 
84 ThisDay, 27.01.2008, n.p. 
85 Compass, 28.2.2009, n.p. 
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Muslims, were arrested and taken to court as usual as an indication of government crack 
down on criminals, the outcome can be predictable. In the end, the perpetrators would be 
set free and the result of the findings would be attributed as being the act of God. 
 
3.1.2.4 Jalingo Riots, 1992 
 
What triggered the Friday March 13, 1992 religious riot was an argument that erupted 
between the Christian and Muslim students at Government Science Secondary School, 
Jalingo86 on Tuesday March 10. Christian students were said to have accused their 
Muslim counterparts of wasting too much of their scarce well water for ablution. The 
Muslim students accused the Christian students of desecrating the well. The accusations 
and counter-accusations degenerated into a brawl which led to the death of two students. 
 
When the news of the clash spread to the town, it ignited a conflagration that engulfed the 
whole city, bringing to the boil the simmering ethnic and religious tensions between 
indigenous Jukuns and Mumuye (Christians) and Fulani (Muslims), with non-indigenes 
caught in between. The destruction that followed made one survivor to say “if the carnage 
had continued for a few more hours, there would have been no structures left standing in 
Jalingo.”87 A reporter narrates what happened: 
 
on the ill-fated day, the people of Jalingo woke up rudely from bed to embrace 
anger and fury, and went to bed the following evening with blood-chilling fear in 
their stomachs. By dusk, scores of people had died either from gun-shots, cutlass 
or axe injuries, or from severe fire burns. Their charred or mangled corpses laid 
(SIC) disrespectfully on the streets, and in gutters. Scores of residential buildings, 
shops, hotels, restaurants, pharmacies and artisan workshops were razed by the 
rioters, cars, trucks, buses or even motor-cycles or okada, the most popular means 
of transportation in the town, laid (SIC) at the street corners, burnt beyond repairs, 
some with their owners inside.88 
 
                                                 
86 Jalingo is a Fulani word for “war-camp”. Being the capital of the newly-created Taraba state with all the 
political implications as well as the capital of the old Muri Province, it has a history of deep ethnic and 
religious tension because it was here that the Fulani fought the Mumuye and Kona “pagan” in pre-colonial 
times. See A. H. Kirk-Greene, Adamawa, Past and Present: An Historical Approach to the Development of 
a Northern Camerrons Province (London: Oxford University Press, 1953): p. 152. 
87 S. Olumhense, “Trouble, Terror in Taraba” in Tell, March 30, 1992, p. 14. 
88 Ibid, p. 14ff; Tell, 25.5.1992, p. 18. 
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Government officials, as is now usual in such instances, tried to play down the 
seriousness of the eruption. While they put the death toll at 22, the judicial commission 
had 44 and property worth over a hundred million Naira destroyed.89 
 
3.1.2.5 Potiskum Riots, 1994 
 
The Potiskum, Yobe state, rioters claimed that they embarked on the riot to protect a 
recent convert to Islam. Their claim was that, a nineteen year old Ghanaian girl named 
Cathrine Abban, was claimed to have said that she had converted to Islam, but that her 
parents and the police had denied her the right to do so.90 When one Mallam Adamu in 
company of seven other people came to inform the Abban’s family of the where about of 
their daughter after they had searched for her for several days, they claimed that 
Catherine had said she wanted to become a Muslim but that her parents, especially her 
father had threatened to kill her.91 Her father, Mr. Richard Abban dismissed this claim.92 
The girl was said to have been abducted and forcefully converted to Islam by Mallam 
Hassan Adamu after she was rebuked by her parents for engaging in promiscuous 
behaviour through the help of a Muslim woman named Sabuwa Hadiza Eskida who 
happened to be a neighbour to the Abban’s family and a sister-in-law to Mallam Adamu. 
While in Mallam Adamu’s house, Boer reveals that Adamu was said to have taken 
advantage of the girl and proposed to marry her himself. When her parents or guardians, 
described as ‘born again’ Christians of the Deeper Life Bible Church, got a glimpse of 
what was going on, they threatened to send the girl back to Ghana. This infuriated Hassan 
Adamu who left them with only two options of either endorsing their marriage plan or he 
would forcefully possess her in accordance with Islamic law. He actually changed her 
name to Fatima Hassan, after himself, even when he was nursing the idea of turning her 
into his wife. 
 
                                                 
89 Tell, March 30, 1992; The Guardian (Lagos) June 6, 1992; New Nigeria, June 5, 1993. 
90 Michakpu, Today’s Challenge No. 1, p. 11ff. 
91 Ibid, p. 17. 
92 For a full story of what transpired as Abban narrates it see Michakpu, pp. 16-21. 
 133
Realizing that Hassan Adamu was determined beyond anything they could do to rescue 
their daughter, they decided to report the matter to the police which in itself became 
another nightmare. After much manoeuvring by the police and the so-called courts the 
case was taken to, Abban realized that he was fighting a losing battle as it became clear to 
him that the police and court officials had already connived with Mallam Adamu and his 
cohorts based on religious solidarity. While waiting for a re-hearing of the case on 
September 5, 1994 at the Upper Area Court in Potiskum where the judge had earlier said 
the court had no jurisdiction to hear the case, the riot broke out on the 4th, a day earlier. 
Having aborted a planned public celebration of her conversion in a rally around the town 
due to Abban’s insistence on pursuing the case through legal redress, Mallam Adamu had 
mobilized other Muslims to defend what he claimed was Catherine’s right to choose her 
destiny as a 19 year old adult, notwithstanding the fact that under Ghanaian law, a person 
can only be considered an adult if he/she is 21 years old. In solidarity, many Muslims 
came out in his support and failing to win the support of the Emir of Fika and the 
Chairman of the Local government to sanction their planned attack on the police and the 
Christian population, the rioters, mostly youths, went on the rampage on September 4, 
1994, attacking their Christian ‘neighbours’ and destroying their property.93 Obed B. 
Michakpu reports that the day being a Sunday, Christians were trapped in their worship 
places such that within the first three hours, a pastor and many other lay Christians were 
killed and injured, nine out of the eleven churches in the city were destroyed, while cars, 
motorcycles and bicycles were set on fire and /or vandalized.94 He goes on to say that the 
rioters numbering over 5,000 went to the town chanting “Allh Akbar” looking for 
prominent Christian personalities marked for elimination. They carried out more attacks 
on Christian targets in general. The injured who were taken to the hospital had to be 
prematurely discharged as the rioters threatened to attack those hospitals which had 
accepted them. Many more died from their injuries as a result of this premature 
discharge.95 The casualties were quietly laid to rest with no culprits held responsible. 
Governmnent inaction and conspiracy as the Christians saw it made CAN to refuse co-
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95 J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood, 89-92; S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in 
Nigeria, pp. 90-93. 
 134
operating with the investigation panel set up by the government. CAN instead called on 
its members to always defend themselves any time they are attacked even inside the 
Church since their safety was no longer guaranteed. 96 
 
3.1.2.6 Plateau Riots: 1994, 1996, 2001 and Beyond 
 
Plateau state and its capital, Jos has long enjoyed relative peace compared to other 
Northern cities except in the recent past when its celebrated motto the “Home of Peace 
and Tourism” was jeopardized. As indicated, no town or village in Plateau state fell to the 
jihâdists’ sword and for many years since the mining industry opened up its capital, Jos, 
to non-indigenous Muslim northerners and other non-indigenous peoples across the 
country, all have lived in peace. This serenity was altered following two skirmishes in 
1994 and 1996 before worse ones from 2001 onwards. The evil seed sowed in 1994 or in 
fact in 199197 was to rear its head again in 2001 which led to unprecedented bloodshed in 
the history of the state or Christian-Muslim relations in particular. Since then, Jos has not 
known peace again till date (2009).  
 
The 1994 disturbance was a climax of the sore relationship that had existed between the 
indigenous Christians and traditionalists and the so-called “Jasawa.” They are made up 
of Hausa-Fulani Muslim settlers from some core Northern states of Bauchi, Kano, 
Sokoto, Katsina, Jigawa, etc who moved to Jos for mining activities at the beginning of 
the 20th century. Owing to the imposition of Muslim emirs on indigenous communities 
during the colonial regime, Jos was placed under the rule of the Emir of Bauchi who 
appointed a Hausa man chief of Jos. Following intense campaign by the indigenous 
people against this development, the colonial masters separated the Jos area from Bauchi 
in 1926 and reappointed an indigenous person, Chief Rwang Pam, as the chief of Jos. 
This did not go down well with the Muslims who did not challenge the colonialists’ 
decision until 1987 when a Hausa Muslim politician, Alhaji Saleh Hassan, began to call 
                                                 
96 Michakpu, TC, p. 14.  
97 What would have been a religious uprising over the creation of Jos North Local Government under 
Babangida was nipped in the bud in 1991, See ThisDay 15.9.2001; Solomon Lar had even averted or 
nipped a religious crisis in the bud in Jos as far back as 1982, See New Nigerian 6.11.1982, p. 16. 
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upon the Jasawa youths to recover the chieftaincy of Jos as their right. The appointment 
of a Jasawa member as the Chairman of Jos North Local Government by the Muslim 
military administrator of Plateau state was interpreted by the indigenous people as the 
beginning of the fulfilment of this wish. Hence, they decided to protest against it which 
led to the suspension of the appointment. The Jasawa were hurt and decided to take the 
law into their hands a few days later as they went on a rampage killing, maiming, 
burning, looting and causing un-quantified havoc. It took the intense resolve of the police 
and the military to quell the riot. The tension was only suppressed with no group giving 
up its claim.98 
 
On Friday, March 22nd, 1996, business activities came to an abrupt halt again in Jos 
following a clash between Muslims and Christians near the central mosque in Jos city. 
The clash was the end result of the tension that had been building up over the death, one 
week earlier, of one Azi Chai, a 35-year old Christian, killed by the Muslims during the 
local government elections held nation-wide. Chai was said to have met his death because 
he had challenged some Muslims engaged in multiple voting in Angwan Rogo, a section 
of the city dominated by Muslims. This worsened the tense relationship between the 
indigenous population and the Muslims in the city.  
 
In the process of trying to bury his corpse by the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) 
at COCIN Sarkin Mangu Street, the Christians were further infuriated when they were 
not allowed to proceed with his corpse to the Church because the streets were being 
closed and barricaded for uninterrupted Friday Jum‘a  prayer. Determined to lay to rest 
his corpse and angry at the Muslims’ attitude of blocking public roads in the metropolis, 
the Christians began to dismantle the barricades which led to a free fight for all. Many 
people were injured and property estimated as running into thousands of Naira was 
damaged in the skirmish.99 
 
                                                 
98 Nigerian Standard, 20.04.1994; J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood…, pp. 92-3. 
99 S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of religious Violence in Nigeria…, p. 106. 
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Worse occurred in 2001, two days before the 9/11 incident in the United States of 
America. Several immediate factors led to the eruption of this violence. First, similar to 
the 1994 case, the appointment of a Muslim, one Alhaji Muhammed Muktar Usman,100 as 
the Co-ordinator of the National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP), a federal 
government programme, was vehemently opposed by the indigenous population who 
demanded that his appointment be reversed on the ground that he was a settler.101 The 
inscriptions and handbills pasted by the indigenous youth opposed to his appointment and 
the subsequent ones pasted by the Muslim youth in response are illustrative. The 
Christian youth who see themselves as indigenes wrote and pasted: “If you can’t read, at 
least you know the sign above means: Dangerrrr!”, “trace your roots before it is too late”, 
“the devil has no parking space in Jos North”, “I believe you will like to take care of your 
family, boy! Run for your life. Run! Run!! Run!!!”, “you are warned once again not to 
step in”, “please go and tell them you are not interested any more because your life is at 
stake”, “this office is not meant for Hausa/Fulani or any non-indigene”, “go and teach 
Islamic Knowledge, it is better”, “Mukhtar Muhammad is a wanderer. If you want to stay 
alive don’t step in”, “if you have forgotten about 1997 (sic) we have not. Don’t let history 
repeat itself.”102 A group that called itself Hausa/Fulani Youths Under 25 also issued 
provocative pamphlets and handbills, pasted and widely circulated. Some of them read, 
“death is the best friend of Hamas. Be rest assured that we will do it better”, “the seat is 
dearer to us than our lives. In any case, do you have monopoly of violence?”, “blood for 
blood”, “yes, the loss (sic) of a few families wouldn’t bother us. After all for every single 
Anaguta’s life and their families, there are thousands of other Hausa/Fulanis. Let’s see 
who blinks first”, “yes, the devil has no parking space in Jos North. Frank Tardy is 
already doing it for him”, “resolved never to be passive again if we are subjected to 
tyranny and injustice”, “Jos North Local Government is not only historically located in 
the Middle of our community but was actually created absolutely at our request. 
Ironically they are now claiming to be the only indigenes vested with rights and 
                                                 
100 He was one time Education Secretary in Jos North Local Government from 1991 to 1993, and had 
contested the Chairmanship of the Local Government, declared winner, was sworn in, but was later 
removed by an Electoral Petition Tribunal. See S. G. Best, Conflict and Peace Building in Plateau State, 
Nigeria…, p. 60. 
101 This Day 15.9.2001, p. 37; Abdulsalami, 9.09.2001. 
102 S. G. Best,  Ibid, p. 61. 
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privileges at our expense. Is this justified”? etc.103 Secondly, Christians were said to have 
burnt a mosque in retaliation for the beating of a Christian woman who protested the 
blocking of Enugu Road by Muslim worshippers during their Friday jum‘a prayer.104 
Thirdly, the indigenous Christian population became increasingly nervous of losing their 
heritage when the Jasawa began to distribute pamphlets in which they continued to lay 
claim to Jos as their own. These pamphlets also coincided with the local government 
elections that were at the corner in which the Muslim Hausa-Fulani of the Jasawa 
Development Association were calling on the Muslims including non-Muslims of the Jos 
North Local Government Area to vote a Muslim as the next Council Chairman.105 These 
immediate factors were said to be responsible for throwing Jos into another violent 
conflict that this time spilled over to other parts of the state including even far away Kano 
and Onitsha.106 The once acclaimed “home of peace and tourism” suddenly became 
“home of pieces and terrorism,” or “home of battle and bloodshed”107 as some writers put 
it.  
As indicated, these disputes are not a new phenomenon in Jos-Bukuru, but until 2001, 
they had not led to large-scale loss of life. The September 7th, 2001 clashes which left 
around 1,000 people dead in just six days in Jos and Bukuru was to be followed by other 
clashes that were not limited to the immediate vicinities where they were triggered: 
Vwang on New Year’s day, Kwall in Miango District of Bassa Local Government in 
February 2002, The Jos ultra-modern Market torched in March 2002, the PDP ward 
congress in Jos in May and the Yelwa incident in July which spread to Shendam, 
Langtang South, Langtang North, Wase and Kanam Local Government areas. These 
clashes left casualty figures in their hundreds. Churches, mosques and residential 
                                                 
103 S. G. Best, Conflict and Peace Building…, p. 64. 
104 Ibid.  
105 Another alleged factor which is always downplayed is the rumour that some unidentified people but 
suspected to be Muslims from the Hausa-Fulani extraction had been going about stealing genital organs by 
making them disappear if you shake hand with them or respond to their question. See Northern Star, 
September 19-25, 2001, p. 6. This is a typical story resurfacing time and again, especially in the South, and 
not at all related with Christian-Muslim clashes. 
106 For reprisal attack in Onitsha by the so-called Bakassi boys, see ThisDay, 18.9.2001, p 3-4. Five 
Northern Muslims were killed, one set ablaze while the four others were clubbed to death and about 7,000, 
mostly Northerners, both Christians and Muslims as the ‘boys’ could not differentiate between Muslims or 
Christians from the North, took refuge in military barracks. Kano will be referred to below. 
107 J. H. Boer Quoting Wiebe, J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood, p. 94; See also Tell, 19.08.2002, p. 
41. 
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buildings were reduced to ashes by tongues of fire, not to talk of the displacement of over 
100,000 people. All these happened for just one reason: the battle for supremacy between 
Hausa-Fulani settlers and the indigenes, exploited by religious bigots and political 
opportunists.108 The old wounds between “indigenes” and “settlers” pitted Christians and 
Muslims against each other as both sides exploited religion as an effective way of 
mobilizing large-scale support. The violence continued unabated throughout 2002 and 
2003 with attacks and counter-attacks. 
Most of the violence which followed after the initial ones, from 2002 to 2004, can be 
seen as directly or indirectly connected to the events in Jos. While Jos became relatively 
calmer, the violent attacks in Wase, Langtang North, Langtang South, Shendam, Yelwa, 
Mikang, Qua’an Pan, Barkin Ladi, and Riyom intensified. The areas around Wase, 
Langtang North and Langtang South and Yelwa were especially badly affected, and 
hundreds of people are believed to have been killed there in 2002 and 2003. Witnesses 
interviewed by Human Rights Watch described three major outbreaks of violence in 
Yelwa town: the first on June 26, 2002, the second on February 24, 2004, and the third on 
May 2-3, 2004.  
The violence reached a peak between February and May 2004 in the area around the 
towns of Yelwa and Shendam.109  There were many attacks during this period, but two 
stood out in terms of their scale, the number of victims and the level of preparation and 
organization. On February 24, 2004, armed Muslims killed more than seventy-five 
                                                 
108 Major Adeyi “Diary of Tragedies” in Tell, 19.8.2002, p 42ff.   
109 A chart compiled by the district head of Shendam and submitted to Shendam local government lists 22 
separate incidents which took place between February 21 and May 6, 2004 in at least 17 different locations. 
Excluding the attacks of February 24 and May 2-3 in Yelwa (which are mentioned in the list), the 
information in the chart indicates that at least 82 people were killed during this period, in various locations 
including Tumbi, Kawo, Tukung, Goede Mangoro, Gwanzam, Kwapjur, Durka, Rawaya Gada, Tawaya 
Rijiya, Dungba, Saake, Yelwa-Shendam road, Rafin Baba (Haambang), Kawo-Karbang road, and 
Makera. Others were Tabat, Timshat, Tukung, Zamwe, and Tumbi, attacked on February 24, the same day 
as the attack in Yelwa. Other villages, including Kopjur, Durka, Rawaya, Kabong, Lakung, Daful, 
Lankaku, Karkashi, and Zamnasara, were attacked in the following days and weeks. Documents by the 
Gamai Unity and Development Organization (GUDO) allege that 74 people were killed on May 18 in five 
different villages: Sabon Gida, Jirim, Gidan Sabo, Saminaka, and Bakin Chiyawa. See Human Rights 
Watch, “Revenge in the Name of Religion: The Cycle of Violence in Plateau and Kano States” 2004. 
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Christians in Yelwa; at least forty-eight of them were killed inside a church compound110. 
Then on May 2 and 3, large numbers of well-armed Christians surrounded the town of 
Yelwa and killed around seven hundred Muslims.111 Killings and widespread destruction 
took place in many different parts of Yelwa town, including Angwan Galadima, Angwan 
Murtala, Motor Park, Angwan Jarawa, Angwan Iya, Angwan Jukun, Angwan Galambi, 
and the area around the cattle market at Zango. Numerous houses, shops, mosques, and 
other buildings were burnt throughout the town. Muslims who escaped fled to 
neighboring Nasarawa and Bauchi states, rather than to other parts of Plateau State. 
Likewise, those who were injured in the May attack sought treatment in hospitals in those 
two states, rather than in the Plateau state capital Jos. 
One week later, on May 11 and 12, Muslims in the northern city of Kano – several 
hundred kilometres away from Plateau State – took revenge for the Yelwa attack and 
turned against Christian residents of Kano, leaving between two hundred and two 
hundred and fifty people dead. The majority of the dead were Christians killed by armed 
Muslims seeking revenge for the events in Yelwa.112 Killings and destruction took place 
                                                 
110 Witnesses described how the attackers—armed Muslims—surrounded the church at around 7 a.m. and 
told people to go inside. Some of the attackers were wearing military uniforms. One witness said he knew 
they were not soldiers because their caps, belts and shoes were not those usually worn by the army; he 
recognized several of them as Jarawa from Yelwa. The attackers duped people into believing they were 
trying to protect them. A woman said that initially, she thought they were real soldiers coming to save 
them, because they told people they should go inside the church and nothing would happen to them. 
Another witness said that a number of Christians who had initially run away started to come back because 
the “soldiers” were telling them not to worry and they therefore thought it was safe. See Human Rights 
Watch, “Revenge in the Name of Religion: The Cycle of Violence in Plateau and Kano States” 2004.   
111 The attack started early in the morning of May 2. Among the first victims were a Muslim woman and 
two children who were killed in the early hours of the morning on the outskirts of Yelwa, on the Shendam 
Road, where they had gone to fetch firewood. Large groups of attackers surrounded the town from different 
directions and blocked all the main roads leading out of Yelwa. Witnesses estimated that they numbered 
several thousand and described them as an “army of men.” A man who saw the attackers as they entered 
the town said: “I could see them on the outskirts. It was as if they were a cloud, so dark, so many of them… 
first, over 500 people came from Shendam Road. The second advance was from Langtang South Road, the 
third from Kalong Road, the fourth from Langtang road, and finally from Yamini Road. I could recognize 
the language and dialect of the attackers. The first advance from Shendam Road was made up mainly of 
Gamai. It was those living in Yelwa town that left after the second crisis. I could recognize some of them, I 
knew them by face. The second advance from Langtang South Road comprised Tarok. The third was 
Montol. Ibid. 
112 After the attack on Yelwa on May 2-3, a number of northern state governments offered assistance to 
displaced Muslim residents of Plateau State in the form of shelter, protection, or humanitarian assistance. 
Among them was the Kano state government. The governor, Ibrahim Shekarau, welcomed at least five 
hundred displaced Muslims from Plateau State and provided for them refuge in Kano State. He visited 
some of the displaced people from Yelwa in Bauchi State and provided a significant amount of relief 
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in several parts of the town, starting in Gyadi-Gyadi Court Road and Hausawa Zoo Road, 
then spreading to other areas, including Sharada and Shagari Quarters, Challawa, 
Panshekara, Doreyi, Ja’en, Tukun Kawa, Riyijar Lemo, Kabuga, and BUK Road (the 
road leading to Bayero University Kano).113  
During two days of violence in Kano, Christians were hunted down and killed; their 
houses, churches and other buildings were burnt. A Muslim journalist commented that 
unlike previous outbreaks of violence in Kano, some of which had been more 
economically than religiously motivated, this time “they were just out to kill. The 
primary aim was killing. Looting was incidental.” When the security forces eventually 
intervened, supposedly to quell the riots, the death toll rose even further, as police and 
soldiers killed dozens more people, most of them Muslims. 
The total number of people killed in Plateau State since 2001 has not been confirmed, but 
on the basis of its own research, Human Rights Watch believes that between 2,000 and 
3,000 people were killed between September 2001 and May 2004. 
Christians were disappointed when on May 18, 2004, two weeks after the Yelwa 
massacre, President Obasanjo declared a state of emergency in Plateau State. He 
suspended the state governor, Joshua Dariye, the deputy governor, and the state house of 
assembly, and appointed an interim Administrator, retired Major General Chris Alli, to 
run the state for a six-month period. On June 1, the National Assembly passed eight new 
regulations, called Emergency Powers Regulations, which gave the Administrator and the 
security forces in Plateau State sweeping new powers, including the power to detain 
people without a written order, to conduct searches without a warrant, and to ban public 
processions, demonstrations or public meetings.114 
                                                                                                                                                 
assistance.  Some residents of Kano have pointed to this initiative as one of the factors which increased 
tensions in Kano, as Muslim residents, who may have heard about the Yelwa killings through the media, 
were then confronted with the reality as they heard the testimonies of victims and survivors at first hand. 
Ibid. 
113 Christians in these areas knew they were in danger due to antecedent events, especially the reprisal 
attacks against the Yoruba in 1999 following violent clashes in Shagamu between the natives and the 
Hausas and the reprisal of the Kaduna 2000 crises. 
114 S. G. Best, Conflict and Peace Building in Plateau State, Nigeria…, pp. 249ff.  
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In his public broadcast on the state of emergency, President Obasanjo described the 
situation in parts of Plateau State as “near mutual genocide.” He blamed the continuing 
violence on Governor Dariye, declaring:  
 
As at today, there is nothing on ground and no evidence whatsoever to show that 
the State Governor has the interest, desire, commitment, credibility and capacity 
to promote reconciliation, rehabilitation, forgiveness, peace, harmony and 
stability.  If anything, some of his utterances, his lackadaisical attitude and 
seeming uneven-handedness over the salient and contending issues present him as 
not just part of the problem, but also as an instigator and a threat to peace … His 
personal conduct and unguarded utterances have inflamed passions.115 
Many organizations, including civil society groups and lawyers in Lagos, Abuja, and 
other cities far from Plateau State, denounced the move as unconstitutional and a 
violation of democracy. Within Plateau State, reactions quickly became polarized. 
Christians accused the president of being one-sided, complaining that he had only 
declared a state emergency when Muslims were the victims; some suggested that in order 
to be even-handed, the president should also have declared a state of emergency in Kano 
in response to the May 2004 killings of Christians there. Many felt this way because it 
came to public notice that Muslim leaders in Kano had given the President a seven day 
ultimatum to end the killings in Plateau State, warning that if he didn’t, he would have 
himself to blame for the consequences. When the emergency was declared, many 
Muslims, on the other hand, received the news positively and interpreted it as a sign that 
the federal government was finally taking the situation seriously. Dariye was only 
returned to the post of Governor of Plateau state on November 18, 2004 when the state of 
emergency was lifted.  
Because the real issues were not dealt with, the violent broke out again on the 28th 
November 2008 while the researcher was in Jos on a field research trip. This time around, 
the excuse was an alleged rigged election. What actually happened was that elections for 
local government chairmen and councillors including that of Jos North Local 
Government Area were conducted state-wide on the 27th November, 2008. The elections 
were concluded peacefully, reported afterwards in the evening of the same day by the 
                                                 
115 See Human Rights Watch, “Revenge in the Name of Religion: The Cycle of Violence in Plateau and 
Kano States”, New York, 2004, http://hrw.org/reports/2005/nigeria0505, Accessed on 12.06.08. 
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media outfits that covered the elections as the most peacefully conducted election in the 
history of the state. Everyone, supposedly, went to sleep not expecting that something 
would happen. While the results of Jos North Local Government Area were still being 
collated and counted with no clear winner announced, some Muslim youths went on a 
rampage claiming that the elections were rigged. Their excuse was that the election, 
especially that of the chairman, had been rigged against their preferred Muslim candidate. 
The first targets became pastors and church buildings, residential buildings including 
business premises belonging to the Christians, not the polling stations. Everyone knew 
that it was the factors responsible for previous crises playing out again in disguise in 
2008. The official death toll was put at 500 with property worth billions of naira 
destroyed apart from psychological and physical displacement.116  
 
3.1.2.7 Borno-Maiduguri Riots: 1995, 1996, 1998, 2005/2006 
 
The immediate causes of the most pronounced Christian-Muslim riots in Borno-
Maiduguri were the rows over the “eclipse of the Moon”, the planned introduction of 
Christian Religious Knowledge (CRK) in public schools and the cartoons of the prophet 
Muhammad published in a Danish newspaper. Before the eclipse of the moon incident on 
4th April, 1996, Maiduguri had witnessed its first inter-religious riots in 1995. On 
February 19, 1995, a young Muslim man disguised himself and allegedly sneaked into a 
worship service in one of the Churches with knives and a machete concealed under his 
baban riga, long flowing robes or dress. As the worship was reaching its climax, the 
young man was said to have descended on his unsuspecting worshippers and hacked a 
woman to death. Trying to escape from the scene after the woman had fallen, the other 
worshippers gave him a chase, caught up with him, and lynched him.117 The situation was 
quickly brought under control but not until some few more people lost their lives and 
property was destroyed. 
 
                                                 
116 See A. F. Olajide, “Don’t Swear in Jos LG Boss” in Daily Trust, Vol. 20, No. 52, Tuesday, December 2, 
2008, pp. 1 & 5; A. Mohammed, M. Lalo and A.Jimoh, “How Crisis Began, by Two Sides” in Daily Trust, 
Vol. 20, No. 52, Tuesday, December 2, 2008, pp. 1 & 5 etc.  
117 The Week, 27.03.1995, p. 25. 
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The 1996 riot was to be the revelation of the danger imbedded in ignorance as innocent 
Christians and other non-Muslims carried the brunt for what was a natural phenomenon 
when the moon entered the earth’s shadow. The calmness of previous recent years and of 
the morning of the 4th April, 1996 was suddenly ruptured when some Islamic scholars 
trooped into the streets chanting religious songs and praying on sighting the eclipse of the 
moon. The religious leaders interpreted the eclipse of the moon as a sign of an impending 
evil. While some scholars called on Muslims especially in Maiduguri and Kaduna to go 
to the mosques to pray in order to avert Allh’s wrath, some believed that hotels and 
prostitutes including Christians were responsible for all the social ills that beset the 
society.118 Consequently, especially in Maiduguri, the Islamic scholars joined by 
almajirai and other hoodlums suddenly vented their anger or what others saw as their 
long conceived plan by taking the Christians and other non-Christians unaware even 
without any provocation. As they chanted Allh Akbar, armed with sticks, iron rods, 
knives and daggers, churches, hotels, brothels and shops were looted, vandalized and 
destroyed. Several people were injured and several private and public buildings were 
burnt down or seriously damaged. To show that the rioters were only hiding under 
religion to perpetuate their evil, many women in the brothels were reportedly raped 
before the police intervened.119  
 
Then came the December 1998 riots which started over the government decision to allow 
the teaching of Christian Religious Knowledge (CRK) in public schools, not withstanding 
the fact that Islam is taught as a compulsory subject. Succumbing to pressure from the 
Christians who had agitated for years for equal treatment by including CRK in the 
curriculum of public schools as it is done for Islam, the governor had approved their 
request in line with Nigeria’s secular status. But he was soon to retract this decision as 
many Muslims went out to attack Christians and their churches, burnt some cars and 
looted shops belonging to Christians. With a Christian population who have been told to 
defend themselves whenever attacked by the Muslims, the situation deteriorated to utter 
                                                 
118 New Nigerian, 11.01.1982, p. 13. 
119 Punch, 26.04.1996, p. 17; Sunday Champion, 6.04.1996, p. 4. 
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chaos until a high-powered Federal government delegation was sent to quell the 
situation.120 
If this was quickly brought under control – including other uprisings in Maiduguri – a 
worse riot took place in 2006 as a result of the cartoons of the Prophet Muhammed121 
printed in far away Denmark that many Nigerians and most of the victims cannot locate 
on the map. Although the reactions in Denmark, Britain, Pakistan, Austria, Indonesia, 
Libya, and some other countries of the Middle East was swift, none could be compared to 
what happened in Nigeria. What we saw in these places, except in Libya, where about 
eleven people were killed, was the pelting of the embassies of some western countries 
with rocks, tomatoes, eggs etc and the burning of their flags by angry Muslim protesters. 
Being a country where mutual suspicions between Christians and Muslims have led to 
thousands of deaths in recent years as indicated, the tensions boiled over into sectarian 
violence that engulfed not only Maiduguri but also Katsina, Bauchi, Potiskum, 
Kontagora, Asaba, Delta state and Onitsha and Enugu in reprisal attacks.122 The riots, 
arson and mayhem across the country left more than 200 persons dead, some 50 churches 
and mosques burnt, as well as hundreds of shops and residences destroyed and looted, 
                                                 
120 New Nigerian, 22.12.1998. 
121 The controversial cartoons, first printed by the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten in September 2005, 
were reprinted in European media and elsewhere. One of the cartoons depicts Muhammad wearing a turban 
shaped like a bomb with an ignited fuse. Muslims consider any depiction of Allh and their prophets to be 
blasphemy. 
122 Space does not allow detail description but about 18 people were reportedly killed in Katsina state 
where the whole thing began on the 17th February, 2006 before Maiduguri overtook it on the following day. 
On Monday, another incident in Bauchi coincided with what was happening and served as a spark to 
another mayhem that claimed about 50 lives. A school teacher seized a copy of the Koran from an 
inattentive student who was reading it during lessons. That so-called desecration of the Koran sparked a riot 
in which 50 Christians were killed and thousands were injured or rendered homeless. Muslim youths in 
Potiskum, Yobe state, reportedly burned shops, churches and houses belonging to minority Christians on 
Friday 24th 2006. On the same Friday, machete-welding Muslim mobs killed nine people and torched four 
Christian Churches in Kontagora, Niger state. It took the intervention of the Delta State Police Command 
particularly at blocking the Niger Bridge of Asaba to avert what would have been a high-scale destruction 
of life and property in Asaba. Even in Abuja, there was another panic over what a Muslim cleric described 
as the circulation of a book written by a Lebanese Christian from Lebanon, containing some derogatory 
remarks about the holy Prophet Mohammed. No crises occurred as tight security measures were put in 
place. 
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worse than what happened anywhere in the heartlands of Islam. The Red Cross gives 146 
as the total figure of dead across the country.123 
While the cartoonist whose cartoons sparked off the worldwide riots was being protected 
by his government in Denmark, poor Nigerians had to pay for it by their lives and hard-
earned possessions. Thousands of rioters carried machetes, sticks and iron rods through 
the city of Maiduguri and mercilessly hacked to death, burned and killed in the name of 
defending their Prophet and faith. By the time soldiers were able to restore calm after an 
uninterrupted three-hour rampage, the mob had destroyed, looted and burned churches, 
shops, hotels and homes all over Maiduguri. In all, more than 43 churches and 400 shops 
were burnt and over 60 Christians were killed by the Muslim mobs.124  Chima Ezeoke, a 
Christian Maiduguri resident, said protesters attacked and looted shops owned by 
minority Christians, most of them with origins in the country’s south. “Most of the dead 
were Christians beaten to death on the streets by the rioters,” Ezeoke said. One group 
threw a tyre around one man, poured gas on him and set him ablaze. Two families 
watched helplessly as five of their six children were burnt into ashes respectively for the 
sake of being Christians. Gajere was brutally killed. His eyes were dastardly gorged out, 
and he was left to die in a muddy gutter. 
 
The killings in the north provoked reprisal killings in Onitsha and Enugu,125 two Igbo 
Christian cities in south-eastern Nigeria, when the bodies of some of the dead arrived 
from the north by bus on February 21. By February 23, over 100 Muslims in Onitsha had 
been killed, several mosques had been burnt down, and some 5,000 Muslims of northern 
Nigerian origin had taken refuge in army camps. The reprisal killing of Muslims and 
burning of mosques in Onitsha marked a departure from what used to be the case over the 
three to four decades of Christian-Muslim conflicts in the country. It was swift and 
                                                 
123 See http://www.google.com/#hl=en&q=red+cross+146+died+in+Maiduguri+carton+riots, Accessed on 
20.05.2010. 
124 See J. Joyner, “Nigeria Cartoon Riot Kills at least 15” in www.outsidethebeltway.com, 19.02.2006, 
Accessed on 23.07.08; BBC “Nigeria Cartoon Protesters Kill 16” in http://news.bbc.co.uk, 19.02.06, 
Acessed on 23.07.08. 
125 What happened in Enugu was only a spillover from the real scene of the riot in Onitsha. The effect was 
therefore minimal compared to what happened in Onitsha. Eye witnesses in Enugu reported that Christian 
youths armed with machetes and truncheon attacked Muslims, beating one motorcycle taxi driver to death 
and burning a mosque. In all about seven Muslims were killed in Enugu.  
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serious enough to elicit calls by the leadership of the North for peace and for government 
compensation to the victims of all the February riots. Upon sighting dead bodies being 
removed at Upper Iweka, where the luxury bus stopped at about 7 am, angry Christian 
mobs immediately went on a rampage, attacking shops and buildings either owned or 
occupied by Muslims in the commercial city. The youths who blocked the Niger Bridge 
for several hours also torched the two main mosques in Onitsha – one at the Bridgehead 
Market and the second at Bida Road, near the Onitsha Main Market. They also reportedly 
burnt some buildings at the famous Hausa Quarters, on Sokoto Road, and many vehicles. 
The attack on the Bida road mosque reportedly forced the closure of the main market, 
which the youths tried to enter forcefully in search of suspected targets. Many Hausa-
owned shops on the popular Old Market Road and Upper New Market Road were also 
looted, forcing many shop owners to abandon their wares and sought for safety at the 
Army Barracks. For two days of violence in Onitsha, lives were lost. Without any 
sympathy, an Igbo man who witnessed or participated in the killing exclaimed, ''We are 
very happy that this thing is happening so that the north will learn its lesson."126  
 
3.1.2.8 Jigawa State Riots: 1993 and 2006 
 
 Before the Dutse riot in Jigawa in 2006, as earlier indicated, there were other incidences 
of smaller magnitude that were either less destructive or ignored by the media for reasons 
best known to them. However, one that received limited coverage was the April 1993 
Hadejia uprising. The cause of the riot is hazy but it seems to have been a 
misunderstanding between two individuals who happened to belonged to two religions, 
Christianity and Islam. What was obviously a personal problem, degenerated into 
physical combat not just between the two people, but drew sympathizers to each side. 
Muslim youths took advantage of the scenario and went on a rampage, burning churches, 
commercial and residential buildings in Hadejia. It is reported that no life was lost but 
                                                 
126 A prison was reportedly broken into and inmates set loose. The freed inmates, some of whom were 
notorious armed robbers and murderers, participated in the free for all fight that resulted in more havoc. 
You wonder what has the inmates got to do with religious riots.  
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about 50 people were said the have sustained serious injuries and property running into 
several million Naira was destroyed or looted.127 
 
3.1.2.9 Adamawa State Riots: 2004, 2005 and 2006 
 
Although Adamawa State is not known as a hot spot for Christian-Muslim tension in 
recent times compared to other places, events beginning in 2004 began to alter the 
relative tranquillity. The first major crisis erupted in 2004 between the Bwatiye, the 
indigenous population of Numan who are predominantly Christians, and those regarded 
as “settlers” who are essentially Muslims from Sokoto. What triggered the riot was the 
murder of a popular Numan-based female prophetess named Jinkai by one of the 
“settlers”, a water hawker who had reportedly been her regular supplier of water. It is 
claimed that he killed her because of a prophecy she had made about possible violent 
clash between Christians and Muslims in the state. The killing sparked blood bath in both 
Yola and Numan following repeated clashes between Christians and Muslims in 2004 
into 2005. Although quelled by the then governor of the state, Boni Haruna, the fighting 
broke out again in 2006 following a dispute. Many lives and property were again lost. 
The paramount ruler of Bachama kingdom, HRS Homun Freddy Soditi Bongo, was 
dethroned as a result by the governor and was replaced by Hon. Asaph Zadok. Although 
relative calm was restored, the unsettled issues between the ethnic groups in Numan and 
the “settler” community continue to constitute a threat to peace in the state.128  
 
3.1.2.10 South-Western Riots, 1999 and 2002 
 
While the South-East and South-South geo-political zones of Nigeria have not witnessed 
any inter-religious riots except reprisal attacks as earlier indicated, the South-West has 
had its own share. The Southwest geopolitical zone of Nigeria comprises the states of 
Ekiti, Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Osun and Oyo, predominantly occupied by the Yorubas. As 
earlier stated, the Southwest has not witnessed much inter-religious conflicts compared to 
                                                 
127 The Guardian (Lagos) May 1, 1993. 
128 I. Samuel, “Tension in Adamawa: A Religious Crisis Looms” in Saturday Tribune, 28.2.09. 
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the Northern states because of their strong cultural affinities and beliefs. Their 
homogeneity has created a situation where most of the conflicts that have been witnessed 
there tend to be more of intra-ethnic than inter-ethnic. However, over the years, people of 
other ethnic identities have settled in the Southwest, especially in such urban places as 
Lagos, Ibadan, Oyo, Shagamu, Ogbomosho, etc., as to increasingly turn the region into 
what looks like a multi-ethnic zone. This phenomenon has led, in recent times, to 
incidences of inter-ethnic hostilities in the region. Examples include the clashes between 
Yoruba and Hausa-Fulani communities in Shagamu, Ogun State, Ketu Mile 12, and 
Bodija – all in 1999 – and in Idi-Araba, Lagos State, in February 2002.  
 
Even though all the riots were typically ethnic with political and economic undertones, 
they were fought along religious lines simply because the majority of the Yorubas 
involved were Christians while the Hausa-Fulani communities were Muslims settlers 
from the North. Shagamu, a metropolitan city in Ijebu-Remo Local Government Area of 
Ogun State and a major centre for the kola-nut trade in Yoruba-land, which has therefore 
attracted a sizeable number of the Hausa settlers, was ruptured on 17th July 1999 when 
fighting broke out between the Yorubas and the Hausa-Fulani over the alleged flouting of 
the ritual of the Oro annual festival by a Hausa woman which led to her death and the 
massacre of about 50 Hausa-Fulani settlers from the North. A reprisal attack on the 
Yoruba community in Kano on the 22nd July 1999 claimed over 100 lives apart from 
property worth millions of Naira.129 The Ketu Mile 12 and Bodija riots were cause by a 
battle for the control of the popular Mile 12 market and that of Bodija which the Yoruba 
claimed were being dominated by the Hausa-Fulani settlers. While official records put 
the death toll to about 40 apart from shops and vehicles burnt, it is widely believed that 
the real figure of death was as high as over 140.130 While Idi-Araba was still recovering 
                                                 
129 Traditionally, the Oro festival is celebrated by the Yoruba annually during which women must stay 
indoors during three nights out of the seven days of celebration. During those three nights the Oro 
procession moves through Shagamu town. Whether the festival started unexpectedly early on the night of 
17th July, or whether certain Hausa women stayed outside to intentionally protest against the festival is 
debatable. A Hausa prostitute, found outside by the Oro procession, was beaten to death by angry Yoruba, 
sparking what became a three-night violent conflict resulting in massive destruction, injury and loss of lives 
and property. The News, 31.01.2000. 
130 Saturday champion 27.11.1999, p. 5; Sunday Guardian, 16.01.2000, p. 15. See also B. J. Adele and A. 
Oluruntele, “Ethnic Agitation and Conflicts in Nigeria, 1999-2000” in Development Policy Management 
Network Bulletin, Vol. xiii, No. 3, September 2001, pp. 35-36, VOA, 22.10.1999. 
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from explosions at an army weapons depot that killed at least 1,000 people the previous 
week – many of them women and children who fell into a canal and drowned during a 
late-night stampede to escape the explosions – was another mayhem dubbed by the media 
as a Yoruba (OPC)/Hausa clash. Lasting three days, it caused mass destruction of life and 
property. One source puts the death toll to about 55, leaving hundreds displaced apart 
from property destroyed.131 
 
3.2 Interpretation of the Violent Conflicts  
 
As indicated, this section aims at setting the background of the questions we will pick up 
again in the final evaluating chapter. To be able to understand why the afore discussed 
violent conflicts have occurred and gone on unabated, as well as to proffer solution as 
this thesis seeks to do, it is important to understand the factors that have continued to fuel 
the tension between Christians and Muslims in the country – despite all the efforts that 
have been made to check reoccurrence. The fact remains that the crises will continue to 
reoccur because the real issues responsible for the crises are often ignored. More often 
than not, it is the symptoms or triggers to the crises that are superficially treated to give 
the impression that something is being done. The crises are often blamed on thugs, 
hooligans, rogues, juvenile delinquents, miscreants, and/or on religious zealots, fanatics, 
fundamentalists, terrorists, etc to use some more recent depictions. Always avoiding the 
hard question of why men rebel, to use Robert Ted Gurr’s expression, the government 
has always pretended to being on top of the situation while lives are being slaughtered 
and property of unquantifiable worth destroyed. As a normal ritual, uncountable 
commissions of inquiry have been set up to determine the causes, damages and solutions 
to the crises. As indicated above, most, if not all, of the findings, if any, will only end up 
on government shelves. The fact that this unfortunate carnage reoccurs again and again 
with increasing sophistication and scale exposes the emptiness in the boast of the 
government to be on top of the situation and taking measures to forestall reoccurrence. 
                                                 
131 The immediate causes were said to be defecation near a mosque by a Yoruba or near a meeting place of 
OPC by a Hausa. Another claimed the Hausa man’s refusal to pay for service having defecated in a public 
toilet triggered the riot. Yet another said he stole from the place after using the toilet. Or that he emptied his 
bowels in a place considered being too public by some Yoruba in the vicinity. See Vanguard, Thursday 7 
February, 2002; ThisDay (Lagos), February 4, 2002.  
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Anyone familiar with the Nigerian context and the crises that have threatened its 
corporate existence, be it intra- or inter-religious, intra- or inter-ethnic or between ethnic 
or religious groups and the state, will agree that they share common causative factors, 
often pursued consciously or unconsciously. The identity groups in the violent 
confrontations fight to protect, reclaim or assert their dominance or protest their 
domination and oppression depending on the occasion and context. The factors are more 
often than not rooted in the feelings of perceived historical injustices which have 
continued to define identity groups and their aspirations which are always at odd with 
those of their neighbours as well as the emergence of a number of conflict issues in the 
recent past, as highlighted. Because many of these violent clashes share common 
causative factors given the Nigerian context, and for the sake of space and brevity, more 
emphasis has been laid on analyzing the conflicts in Kano, Zangon Kataf, Tafawa-
Balewa-Bauchi and Jos-Plateau as the basis for understanding the others. The underlying 
factors responsible for the crises in these places as opposed to the often immediate 
triggers range from historical, cultural, ethnic, economic, political and religious factors 
which run through all the conflicts discussed.132  
 
The formation of religious and cultural boundaries and structures as discussed earlier had 
polarized and continues to polarize Kano along religious fault lines. Although the 
immediate triggers to the Kano uprisings are said to be religious – ranging from the 
alleged proximity of a Church building near a mosques, or the desecration of the Holy 
Qur’n, to the missionary activities of the church depicted in their aggressive 
evangelization and proselytism climaxing in the most publicized and provocative 
“crusade” of Reinhard Bonnke – the remote and most fundamental factor lies in the 
nature and character of Kano as perceived by those who considered themselves 
indigenous to Kano. As noted, Kano had been polarized along religious fault lines 
secluding those considered as settlers, who happen to be mostly Christians, in the Sabon 
Gari. The indigene-settler syndrome was sharpened by the historical delineation of Kano 
as an Islamic city belonging to the ethnic Hausa-Fulani Muslims. The 1995 uprising – 
                                                 
132 See T. Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crises of Religious Politics and Secular Ideologies…,; C. Imo, 
Religion and the Unity of the Nigerian Nation; Federal Government of Nigeria, Strategic Conflict 
Assessment…, pp. 16-50 etc. 
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with Musili Fatimat Abiola, a Muslim from the southwest, at the centre – buttress the fact 
that Kano did not only belong to the Muslims but to the ethnic Hausa-Fulani Muslims. 
Underlying ethnicity is very important to those who consider themselves indigenous to 
Kano because it has deep seated political implications with its economic gains as those 
considered non-indigenes continue to this day to be spectators in the political arena of 
Kano metropolis and the entire state. When schools were taken over from the Christians 
with the prohibition to open new ones, refusal to allow them to air Christian programs on 
television and radio, seizure and denial of land for church construction, burial and 
teaching of Christian Religious Knowledge in public schools, etc – all were seen and 
continue to be seen as legitimate measures not only to ensure that Kano remained the 
centre and part of the “holy north” it has always been, but also to let the non-indigenes 
know where they actually belong.133 Although on the surface, it may look as though the 
battle is to project and protect Islam, the underlying motives are more economic and 
political than religious.  
 
The economic dimension may best be understood against the background of the 
Maitatsine uprising in the 1980’s. The economic factor has two dimensions, internal and 
external. The internal dimension partly spurred the Maitatsine riots. Even though the riot 
which later spread to other states was at best intra-religious and between the Maitatsine 
and the government, although Christians and members of African Traditional Religions 
were also attacked, it was provoked by the economic gap that had become endemic in   
society, within the Muslim circle, as Maitatsine diagnosed it. The Maitatsine 
phenomenon as well as other riots were and continue to be fuelled in part by two 
fundamental issues, namely: poverty and the almajiri system that forces children into the 
hardships of begging and homelessness. The situation in which the almajirai134 were 
                                                 
133 It must be noted however that Christians have displayed gross insensitivity either out of ignorance or 
misguided religious zeal through their approach especially when they declared the open air preaching a 
“crusade” aimed at “capturing Kano for Jesus”. It was rightly interpreted as an attempt at separating Kano 
from its Islamic roots.  
134 The almajirai here differs from Isawa usage as we shall see below. These are pupils of madrasas or 
Qur’n schools who leave home and parents to study the Qur’n under Qur’nic teachers for a certain 
period depending on the ability and development of the pupil. Due to inadequate provision for their needs, 
they beg for survival. As used by M. Hiskett, Almajirchi in Arabic literally means emigrate, leave, hence 
‘muhajir’ – disciples. The Isw use it connoting discipleship. The pupils are suppose to be disciples in this 
sense but their subjection to poverty has turned them into ‘beggars boys’ thus eclipsing their true essence of 
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subjected to became the breeding ground for the Maitatsine phenomenon as they were 
exploited by Maitatsine for his personal ends. Attracted too were people who came from 
the poor and underprivileged fringes of the Muslim population disgusted with the status 
quo where only a few had more than they would ever need in the midst of those who had 
nothing to call their own. Maitatsine’s promised redemption and salvation to God’s 
righteous people attracted both the almajirai and the poor in a way that death or life made 
no difference to his followers.  Because they were promised victory and all its benefits 
after the status quo had been quashed or the gains of going to paradise in the hereafter 
should they be killed, they faced their opponents headlong. Even though the Muslim 
'Ulam and traditional rulers have always dismissed the Yan Tatsine as non-Muslims, 
they have failed to convince the non-Muslim populace whether they sprung from a 
Christian or an African Traditional Religious community. Adamu Adamu counsels that 
the Muslims must accept that Maitatsine is a sign of the failure of their society, and by 
implication the whole of Nigeria, made possible by the existing gap between the rich and 
the poor.135  
 
The studies of Hickey, Lubeck and Clarke136 on the Maitatsine further give the basis to 
understanding subsequent riots in the city and its immediate environs as they buttress the 
external economic dimension. Faced with an enterprising Igbo population who dominate 
in trade and other “non-indigenes”, many of whom are federal or state employees as well 
as those who work in private firms because of their educational advantage and business 
acumens and with better standard of living, the mostly frustrated and wretched 
“indigenous” population cannot help but envy them. From the days of the Nigerian Civil 
War to the present crises in Kano, businesses belonging to the Igbos as well as other 
“non-indigenes” who happened to be Christians have always been the targets. The 
looting, vandalization and destruction of business premises including Church and 
                                                                                                                                                 
leaving home for the training. See M. Hiskett, “The Maitatsine Riots in Kano 1980: An Assessment” in 
Journal of Religion in Africa, Vol. 17, No. 3, 1987, pp. 209-223. As a reference to the Tribunal Enquiry, 
see Isichei, E. “The Maitatsine Risings in Nigeria 1980-85: A Reolt of the Disinherited” in Journal of 
Religion in Africa, no. 17/3, pp. 194-208. 
135 A. Adamu, “Maitatsine” in Citizen, February 1, 1993, p. 9. 
136 R. Hickey “The 1982 Maitatsine Uprisings in Nigeria: A Note” in African Affairs Vol. 83, No. 331 April 
1984; P. Lubeck, Islam and Urban Labour in Northern Nigeria: The Making of a Muslim Working Class, 
C. U. P. 1986; P. Clarke and I. Linden, Islam in Modern Nigeria (Grunewald: Kaiser, 1984). 
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residential buildings belonging to the so-called “non-indigenes” which always resulted in 
the loss of lives and property have been an attempt to ward off or undermine the 
perceived economic domination of the “non-indigenes” on the “indigenous” population. 
In the final analysis therefore, the riots are the culmination of the socio-cultural, ethnic, 
economic, and political struggles to all intents and purposes rather than seeing them in 
the religious garb which they are always dressed in. Abubakar Sulaiman’s analysis is 
astute: “When street Urchins are killing Southerners in the north, it was not a few 
criminal elements carrying out the killings, it is a dominant but hardly spoken bias and 
hate that emanates from a culture, something that acquired its own social institution of 
hate.”137   
 
The Zangon Kataf riot, typifying other inter-religious riots in Kaduna state, should also 
be understood beyond the immediate triggers of the riots. The underlying remote factor 
for these crises is basically the deprivation of basic human needs caused by the unfair 
historical processes, as noted, which resulted in the soured relationship between the 
Muslim emirate system and the non-Muslim groups. The aforementioned historical 
processes succeeded in almost demarcating Kaduna state into two mutually exclusive 
sections inhabited by adherents of two conflicting religions, Christianity and Islam. 
While the Islamic emirate of Zaria and its environs is dominated by the Muslims, what is 
referred to as “Southern Zaria”138 where Zangon Kataf happens to be is largely inhabited 
by a non-Muslim population. The independence of the non-Muslim population in 
“Southern Zaria” was altered with the inception of colonial rule as they were subjugated 
under emirate rule with all its socio-cultural, economic as well as political 
implications.139 The imposition of Muslim rulers on the non-Muslim populations in 
southern Zaria led to the infiltration of the once mostly non-Muslim territory by Muslims 
                                                 
137 A. Sulaiman, “What Maketh a Northerner?” in Village Square, 13.6.09. 
138 The depiction is passionately resented by the “Southern Zarians” as they see it as a reminder of their 
subjugation under the emirate rule by the colonialists. Presently, they prefer to refer to the region as 
“Southern Kaduna” rather than “Southern Zaria” as a way of erasing the historical memories associated 
with the latter.  
139 Between 1903 and 1967, seven out of the eight district heads that rule Zangon Kataf were all Fulani 
Muslims posted from Zaria emirate. The only first Kataf District Head was only appointed in 1967 
following a protest. All the while under Muslim rule, Kataf were only hired to do menial jobs while all the 
lucrative jobs were retained by the Muslims. See NAK. ZARPROF. C7. 1953. 
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from the Zaria emirate. This infiltration brought with it a new land pressure with a new 
conflict line between “settlers” and “indigenes”. The situation was worsened by the 
emirate mindset and treatment of the indigenous population as it was characterized by 
deprivation, discrimination and contempt for non-Muslims.140 A typical example is 
depicted in a letter pencilled by the representatives of the Kataf community protesting 
their ill treatment. The letter was addressed to one Kirk, a missionary of the Sudan 
Interior Mission Office in Jos, soliciting his advocacy on their behalf. Among the 
complaints were: 
a. Hausa/Fulani victimization through denial of access to stalls in the Zangon Kataf 
market, 
b. Forced labour for the construction of roads and thatching of roofs, 
c. Tributes of corn levied and given to the Fulani (rulers) were paid by the Kataf, while 
the Muslims were left out, 
d. Beating and intimidation of the Kataf by the Hausa people, 
e. Cleaning of markets by the Kataf amidst beating and assorted intimidation, while 
Hausa were left out, 
f. Unjust and impartial treatment of the Kataf in the event of conflict between them and 
Muslims (because of the discriminatory nature of Muslim law which was in use), 
g. Indiscriminate and oppressive taxation and fines levied on the Kataf, 
h. Neglect of Kataf in hospitals and referring to them and their ancestors by derogatory 
terms like arna, 
i. Denial of rights to preach in Zangon Kataf, 
j. All difficult tasks were reserved for the Kataf to do, 
k. That while the colonial authorities boasted of ending slavery in Nigeria, it was still 
alive in Kataf land, 
l. Finally, they called for political separation from the Hausa/Fulani, i.e. a Kataf Chief.141 
 
The discriminatory practices and the contempt for the Kataf people soon widened the gulf 
between the Muslims and the non-Muslim population as the non-Muslims helplessly 
                                                 
140 S. G. Best,  “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria:…”,  p. 266. 
141 ZARPROF/C.8/1946: Zangon Kataf District Unrest, 1946. 
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watched the progress of the Muslim population, materially due to their political 
domination with all the benefits and privileges that accrued from it. The gulf between the 
two communities in terms of wealth and poverty, coupled with the cultural contempt 
from the more affluent Muslims, led the anti-Muslim/Fulani protests starting as far back 
as the 1940’s.142 The resentment generated over a long period of time led to issues like 
religiously-based settlement patterns, markets, control of local Government machinery, 
farmlands, etc. It is in the light of this that the immediate triggers to the Zangon-Kataf 
violent conflict which revolved around the issues of land, contest for the control of 
Zangon Kataf Local government and related issues like market and contracts, the 
apartheid settlement patterns, etc, should be evaluated. Although they served as the 
triggers to the conflict, they were at best outlets for deeper historical hatreds as the real 
issue. Like in most other conflicts discussed, they have historical roots. The introduction 
of Christianity and its adoption by the non-Muslim population coupled with its 
modernizing impacts facilitated the agitation for self determination. Hence, the stiff 
competition between the Hausa-Fulani, who were regarded as alien rulers in southern 
Zaria and the “indigenous” population, over who controls what and why began to heat the 
polity. While the indigenous people who make up the majority in Kaduna State struggle 
to free themselves from colonial creation of imposing the Hausa-Fulani on them, the 
Hausa-Fulani consider their position as near divine and un-negotiable. The position of the 
indigenous people is made clear in numerous memoranda which they submitted to the 
panel of inquiries set up after every religious riots in the state. A good example is the 
memoranda submitted to the Donli committee following the Kafanchan riot in which they 
expressed their anger over what they perceived as their collective marginalization in the 
political decisions and authority in the area since alien Muslim rulers were imposed on 
them by the colonial masters. They argued in their submissions that though the Hausa-
Fulani were not indigenous to the area, they alone had continued to control the traditional 
political power which was given to them by the colonial administration to the total 
exclusion of all other ethnic communities believed to be indigenous to the area.143 The 
issue of land and lack of equitable industrial spread including social amenities such as 
                                                 
142 Ibid, p. 271. 
143 M. H. Kukah & T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion…, p. 157. 
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roads, water, hospitals, schools etc to southern Zaria were also decried. No wonder, when 
one of their own won the election as Chairman of Zangon-Kataf, his first official move 
was the relocation of the market which resulted in the Zangon-Kataf riot. When the 
shar`a  issue came up in Kaduna, the indigenous people saw it as the climax of the 
orchestrated plan of the Hausa-Fulani to permanently dominate them. Many of them 
therefore paid with their lives not just for their faith but to protect the politico-economic 
and ethnic identity. The Zangon Kataf riots, as well as other crises witnessed in Kaduna 
state, are the climax of a process whereby frustrated peoples who have and continue to 
struggle to liberate themselves from the forceful imposition of what they consider alien 
religio-political structures and identities, and the deprivation which accompanies them. 
Ethnic identity more than religious have largely defined the struggle of the non-Muslim 
population as demonstrated throughout Kachia and Zangon Kataf districts, Kaje as well 
as the independent districts of Jaba (Kwoi), Kagoro and Moroa. The Kataf, Kaje, Atakar, 
Kagoro, Kaninkwon, Kagoma, etc, have seen themselves as partners in the struggle to 
liberate themselves from the socio-cultural, religio-political and economic domination of 
the Hausa-Fulani. 
 
The situation between the Sayawa and Hausa-Fulani in Tafawa-Balewa, and indeed 
Bauchi and its environs is also rooted in historical antecedents as well as recent 
provocative incidences. The crises also borders on the desire for ethnic, economic and 
political liberation. Having lost their self-rule and independence for almost a century, the 
Sayawa have been struggling not only to free themselves from the alleged Muslim 
suppression but also to replace the Muslim chiefs imposed on them by the colonial 
regime.144 While the jihâd was the crucial historical milestone in the history of Bauchi 
and its relationship with the Sayawa and other neighbouring ethnic groups, the colonial 
regime was for the most part responsible for the emergence of a Muslim community and 
identity in Tafawa-Balewa, a previously un-Islamized people. Following a peace treaty 
between the Sayawa and the Emir Yakubu which was loosely kept, the colonial masters 
upon arrival imposed Muslim rulers from the Bauchi emirate on the Sayawa people in 
                                                 
144 See for example, T. Clark, A Right Honourable Gentleman: Abubakar from the Black Rock (London: 
Edward Arnold, 1991). 
 157
tandem with their system of indirect rule. The introduction of the indirect rule, following 
British subjugation of Bauchi in 1902, saw the first posting of a Fulani title holder (Ajiya 
Attahiru) from Bauchi to Tafawa Balewa as the District head of Lere some time between 
1906 and 1912. The colonialists ensured that the Sayawa ‘pagan’ chief priest did not only 
vacate his house for the new District head but many Sayawa natives were also compelled 
to vacate their homes to accommodate the retinue of the new District head entourage of 
family, slaves and domestic servants.145 Following this incident, more and more Muslims 
within and outside Bauchi flocked into Tafawa-Balewa leading to a build up of Muslim 
population in Tafawa-Balewa Township to the detriment of the native Sayawa 
population. As in the Zangon Kataf scenario, not only were the rulers religiously and 
culturally alien to the native population but they also viewed the natives with contempt. 
They also dominate them economically and politically. Hence, the crises witnessed 
revolved around who owes the town with the twin underlying motives of economic and 
political control. Tahir observes that “…the real driving emotions came from… historical 
hatred concerning assumed wrongs of the past and current domination.”146  
 
Crucial to the conflicts between the people of Tafawa-Balewa and Bauchi is also the 
question of cultural incompatibility. The imposition of Islamic heritage and culture on the 
native population in Tafawa-Balewa by the Muslims has left the natives with the feeling 
that the Muslims were and continue to be insensitive to their socio-cultural heritage. The 
adoption of Christianity by the non-Muslim population as well as other factors147 helped 
in sensitizing the Sayawa as well as other ethnic groups to demand a separate identity 
built around Christianity rather than around ethnic categories as opposed to the emirate 
identity imposed on them. This feeling has led to repeated demand by the natives to be 
excised from Bauchi State preferably to be an independent state or to be merged with 
                                                 
145 Ibid, p. 13. 
146 I. Tahir, “The Tafawa Balewa Massacre and Aftermath: Memorandum to the Babalakin Commission of 
Inquiry” unpublished, 199, pp. 18-19.  
147 Other factors included the exposure of Sayawa soldiers with the outside world due to their participation 
in the Second World War, the formation of the Non-Muslim League and the Middle Zone League as 
discussed earlier, and the resentment generated among the Sayawa traditional Priests for loosing their 
privileges. The returned soldiers, more enlightened natives and the Sayawa traditional Priests resented the 
alien rulers and began to demand for their withdrawal and their replacement with indigenes. See S. G. Best, 
“Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analysis with Two Case Studies…”, p. 
223.  
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Plateau State due to what they consider as cultural as well as religious compatibility.148 
The feeling of cultural incompatibility made them identify with the demand for a Middle 
Belt region in the 1950’s against the rest of Bauchi Emirate. The Sayawa to this day 
continue to resist Islam not only for its socio-economic and political domination but also 
on cultural basis. They continue to view the Muslims – including their co-tribalists who 
have converted to Islam – with contempt and suspicion depicting them derogatory as 
masu dungure (those who somersault in prayer) and volti-na-zari (Hausa Sayawa) 
respectively. On the other hand, the Muslims call the Sayawa arna (infidels).149 The 
Sayawa verses Bauchi conflicts are rooted in cultural as well as religious incompatibility 
brought about by historical antecedents. While the Sayawa continue to nurse the 
bitterness of the perceived wrongs of the past, the emirate authorities believe their claim 
to political control is based on two sources: historical might of conquest in the 19th 
century jihâd, and God-given predestination, as the Sardauna saw it: “…God has given 
me all the land of the infidels.” 150 
The claim that the Jos crises which later engulfed almost the whole state including the 
most recent one in November 2008 was started by the triggers alluded to such as the 
alleged protest by a Christian woman against Muslim blockage of the road during the 
Friday Jum‘a prayer or the alleged rigged elections etc are also a farce. These are just 
cover ups of the real issue as it is a common knowledge in Jos, especially as at 2001, that 
the particular road in question was and is always closed during Friday prayer. One would 
therefore question the veracity of the claim that the said woman who is alleged to be a 
resident of the area, would single-handedly decide to go against the normal practice. 
Other factors also make this claim suspect. 151 The trigger to the November 2008 crisis 
was also a cover up of the real issue as usual because activities surrounding the crisis do 
not justify the assertion. If the attacks were a result of the alleged rigged elections, the 
                                                 
148 New Nigerian, 8.04.1975, p. 11. 
149 S. G. Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analysis with Two Case 
Studies…”, p. 232. 
150 E. W. Bovill, The Niger Explored (London: Oxford University Press, 1968): p. 134. 
151 A. G. Ndirmbita, “Inter-Religious conflicts and Their Implications for Christian Mission: A Case Study 
of Jos, Plateau State” (Bukuru: M.Th Thesis, TCNN, 2005): pp. 66-67. 
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venom of the attackers would have been directed at the Plateau State Independent 
Electoral Commission (PLASIEC) and the government, but certainly not the Church. The 
Church did not conduct the elections, nor were Churches polling stations or collation 
centres. The attacks were not meant to deal with political opponents or the party believed 
to have stolen the rightful mandate of the people at the polls, for if it were the case it 
would have taken place during the accreditation of polling units, the distribution of 
materials, the counting of votes or the collation and announcement of results. Certainly 
pastors and churches had nothing to do with the said rigged elections. If it were a political 
problem, there were ways to resolve political differences at the electoral tribunals. In the 
worst scenario, it would have been the electoral body including the politicians that would 
be the targets – not pastors and Churches.  
The conflict in Plateau State stems from longstanding disputes over land and political as 
well as economic privileges between ethnic groups who consider themselves “indigenes” 
or original inhabitants of a particular area, and those whom they view as “settlers”.152 The 
destruction of the Jos ultra-modern market in February 2002 by “unknown persons” is a 
typical example of the economic target of the conflict. Although no one or no group has 
claimed responsibility since then, the indigenes see the Hausa/Fulani as being responsible 
in keeping with an earlier threat they had made to destroy the economic base of the state 
as part of its general war against the indigenes and Plateau State. The Hausa/Fulani, 
again, accuse the indigenes for the destruction as part of their grand plan to weaken the 
Hausa/Fulani economical base on the allegation that the indigenes had fewer stalls in the 
market. Whoever was responsible for the destruction of the market, commerce in Jos has 
never been the same again since.    
The problem of Jos has been the question of the ownership of Jos between the Birom, 
Afizere and the Anaguta on the one hand, and the Hausa-Fulani on the other. Recent 
events have forced the Birom, Anaguta and Afizere to ignore or at best suspend their 
claims and counter-claims over who owns Jos among them to unanimously ward off what 
                                                 
152 The whole Plateau conflicts, beginning with the Jos crises including those from the southern zone like 
Langtang-Wase, Yelwa-Shendam and Namu etc have been thoroughly analyzed by S. G. Best in his book, 
Conflict and Peace Building in Plateau State, Nigeria (Ibadan: Spectrum Books Limited, 2007). 
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they see as the Hausa-Fulani threat. The position of the indigenes, namely the Birom, 
Anaguta and the Afizere, is that they are the original owners of Jos, while the 
Hausa/Fulani are settlers, and non-indigenes. As indigenes, they see it as their right to 
control the politics and resources of Jos with all the benefits accruable. On the other 
hand, as settler non-indigenes, the Hausa/Fulani should not aspire to take control of Jos 
politics and all its benefits. The position of the Hausa in Jos is their insistence that they 
are not settler non-indigenes, but indigenes also, and are entitled to the rights claimed by 
the indigenes. They insist that they did not only found Jos, claimed to be a virgin land, 
when they first settle within the territory of the indigenes but that Jos and indeed Plateau 
state was actually part of the Bauchi Emirate following the Usman Dan Fodio’s jihâd, the 
implication being that Bauchi Emirate had authority over the area. When Alhaji Sale 
Hassan called on the Jasawa to retake the royal throne and the ownership of Jos from the 
indigenes in 1987, the reference was to this perceived claim. 
While the Hausa-Fulani trace their involvement with Jos back to the jihâd, the indigenes 
locate it squarely to the ills of the colonial system of indirect rule at the beginning of the 
20th century given the fact that Jos-Plateau never fell to the jihâdists’ sword, as indicated. 
Due to the proximity of Jos-Plateau to Bauchi Emirate, it was administered as part of 
Bauchi Province, thereby imposing alien rule on the indigenous population from Bauchi 
for over two decades. It only regained its independence in 1926 following the 
introduction of Pagan Administration, when it was administered as Plateau Province with 
indigenous rulers.153  
For a long time, the indigenous population have and continue to argue that the area that is 
today called Jos was in large part their farmlands and hunting land until the discovery of 
tin. They maintain in addition that the provision of such social amenities like the railway 
line and electricity all after colonial intervention opened up Jos to the influx of non-
indigenes including the Hausa-Fulani as recruits in the mines. It is argued that the 
colonial policy of mapping out cities into Government Residential Area (GRA), Native 
Town and Township was responsible for allocating land to the Hausa who formed the 
majority in the Native Town. Having acquired land – coupled with the rapid development 
                                                 
153 S. G. Best, Conflict and Peace Building in Plateau State, Nigeria…, p. 19. 
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of Jos for the reasons stated – led to competition and conflict along ethnic and religious 
lines. When the indigenous population began to read what they considered disturbing 
signs on the wall, they began to assert their control by antagonizing the Hausa who were 
seen to be distorting history. The competition soon turned political as the Hausa began to 
claim that they were being deprived of their rights in a city they founded and led for 
long.154 Since then there has been intense competition for ethnic, economic and political 
supremacy among the Hausa-Fulani and the indigenous population.  
When Jos North and Jos South Local Government Councils were created in 1991 by the 
Babangida administration, it was interpreted as a deliberate and calculated attempt to 
fulfil the Jasawas’ (Hausa-Fulani) agenda. The Jasawa openly celebrated the creation of 
Jos North Local Government as they saw it as a dream come true to cater for their socio-
economic and political interests in Jos. The celebration irritated, and continues to irritate, 
the indigenous population who are determined never to let go what they claim is their 
legitimate birth right. This explains why the appointments of non-indigenes to leadership 
positions in Jos North Local Government at different times in 1980’s, 1994, 1996, 1998 
and 2001 were vehemently resisted by the indigenes as they interpreted the moves to 
mean the actualization of the settlers’ goal. The interests of both parties therefore radiate 
around economic and political factors. The political ambition is not limited to the 
political control of Jos North Local Government Council but also extended to the 
traditional political institutions, especially the Gbong Gwom Jos stool, which was 
introduced with the Pagan Administration.  
The same scenario is replicated in Yelwa-Shendam between the Gamai, the majority 
ethnic group in Shendam Local Government Area who are mostly Christians, and the 
Hausa-Fulani including the Jasawa who are predominantly Muslims. The clash over 
land, as well as over socio-economic and political privileges is also responsible for the 
Langtang-Wase clashes between the Tarok and the Hausa-Fulani. These were also the 
remote causes of the riots in Borno, Jigawa, Idi-Araba and Shagamu. For example, the 
Yoruba accuse the Hausa settlers of disrespect for their cultural values and practices. 
Underneath this accusation lie the resentment of the dominance the Hausa-Fulani 
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exercise over the kolanut trade at the disadvantages of the Yoruba. Another factor is said 
to be the grievances over perceived Hausa resentment against power shift from the North 
to the South. 
Apart from the Jimeta-Yola Maitatsine riots in the 1980’s which were unique in their 
form and nature, all other riots that have religious coloration in Adamawa and Taraba 
States have always been between pastoral and farming communities linked to disputes 
over grazing land. The alleged misuse of well water that is said to have been the cause of 
the Jalingo riot should therefore be understood only as a symptom of the real illness. The 
conflicts between pastoralists and farmers is not peculiar to Jalingo but is responsible for 
many other inter-communal clashes witnessed in Nigeria which fall beyond the scope of 
this research. It is being intensified owing to a political system that has failed to regulate 
the competition over resources. The increasing desertification, which is pushing herders 
southwards into Adamawa and Taraba States and elsewhere in their search for pasture is 
responsible for the recurrent conflicts between the Fulani herders and the farmers whose 
economic activities are seen to be increasingly threatened by people they considered 
“wanderers” who need to be sent back to wherever they came from. The Tiv-Kuteb and 
Tiv-Jukun conflicts in Taraba and Benue States and Tiv vs others in Nasarawa State 
which have nothing to do with religion all boils down to the question of identity, the 
indigene-settler dichotomy and the opportunities and material benefits that go with it.155 
 
Although the Potiskum riots were said to have been the result of the action of Catherine’s 
parents who were said to have challenged her conversion to Islam, those who were 
familiar with the context testified that that was just a fabrication or a farce. The Ghanaian 
girl was only used as a cover to political machinations by the Bolewa ethnic group in 
active collaboration with the Hausa-Fulani against the Kara-Kare and the Ngizim ethnic 
groups, most of whom are Christians. The agitation for self-determination by the Kare-
Kare and the Ngizim was a direct threat to the feudal emirate institution of Fika which 
had been dominated by the Bolewa and the Hausa-Fulani for years. As such, the latter 
decided to employed Islam to intimidate the former by targeting some prominent Kare-
                                                 
155 Ogoh Alubo has done a thorough study on these conflicts. See O. Alubo, Ethnic Conflicts and 
Citizenship Crises in the Central Region (Ibadan: PEFS, 2006). 
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Kare and Ngizim personalities who were Christians and seen as the stumbling blocks 
which should be eliminated.156 Hence, the riot was premeditated and carried out to 
achieve a political end. To show that the Ghanaian family was not the target, they were 
spared including their property throughout the mayhem as the rioters went straight to 
attack their targets as indicated. Mr. Abban, the father of the Ghanaian girl expressed his 
utmost surprise after the riot was brought under control when he said: 
 
I can’t understand this, because the COCIN pastor’s house that was burnt is right 
behind our house, and yet my house was not burnt. I also have a poultry farm just 
by the house of the chairman of the local government, yet that poultry farm was 
not destroyed. These people were in the chairman’s house, they could have started 
burning the poultry farm before moving to the town, yet this was not done…157 
 
3.3 Conclusion 
The conclusion that could be drawn from chapter two and this chapter is the fact that the 
conflicts are caused by a number of inter-related factors ranging from historical, socio-
cultural, political, ethnic, religious, economic as well as security matters. The chapters 
bring about more questions than could ever be answered in this work, given the numerous 
issues raised. These issues are rooted in historical antecedents, as noted, and the continual 
distortion of history of land ownership, resulting in the claim and counter-claim of one 
place or the other by identity groups for obvious economic and political interests. 
Additional conflicting issues in recent times, as noted, have also contributed to pitting 
Nigerians one against another. Some of the obvious factors in contestation cutting across 
all conflict types are the issues of indigeneship, citizenship and settlership syndrome 
leading to perceived marginalization of all forms, especially perceived discrimination and 
denial of rights, government failure to define the nature of the Nigerian state and its 
failure in general terms, especially in fulfilling its duty to the citizens and its non-release 
and non-implementation of previous reports of administrative and judicial commissions 
of inquiry on the conflicts, alleged disrespect for the culture, customs and values of the 
so-called host communities, segregated pattern of settlement and the use of derogatory 
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terms and name calling like Kafiri, Arna, Sarkin Arna, Masu Dungure, etc. Others are 
religious issues like alleged building of religious buildings next to each other, alleged 
desecration of holy books or places of worship, religious intolerance and exclusivism, 
proselytism, blocking of public roads during worship, misrepresentation of each other’s 
religion due to ignorance and inciting preaching, discrimination on issues relating to 
slaughtering of animals for consumption, the fear of shar`a, etc. Still others are 
economic issues like the perceived domination of economic activities by one group over 
against another, the farmer-grazer dilemma, the vulnerability of the masses due to 
poverty, ignorance and illiteracy in the midst of political manipulators or the politics of 
money, media’s publication of inciting reports and bias reporting and security matters 
like the proliferation of small arms and light weapons with its associates owing to the loss 
of confidence in security agents, etc.  
Although it is difficult to separate religious factors form political factors, as we shall 
show below, a close scrutiny of the conflicts exposes the fact that the conflicts are rooted 
mostly in the deprivation of basic human needs which are basically tied mostly to the 
pursuit of socio-economic and political goals. In a 334 page comprehensive study of all 
the conflicts witnessed in Nigeria in all its six geo-political zones: Southwest, 
Southsouth, Southeast, Northwest, Northcentral and Northeast, since independence to 
2003 by the Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution in the Presidency, Abuja, the 
conclusion boiled down to “the interaction between resource competition and corruption 
of the political system.”158 In this light, it is safe to analyze the conflicts from two 
dialectically connected dimensions. First, they are a product of long years of class 
exploitation (socio-economic and cultural inequalities) among the social classes in 
Islamic and Christian faiths which continues to be exacerbated and inflamed by the 
current economic crunch in the country. Second, it is also linked to the process of uneven 
development due to prolonged subjugation and political domination at the local, state, 
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regional and national levels in the country. Ikara hinted that the so-called inter-religious 
rivalry and the attendant blood baths which engulfed and continue to wreck the country 
are the consequences of “who gets what and who should be denied what” rather than the 
result of doctrinal and intellectual division.”159  
Having said this, however, it is important that we don’t neglect or relegate to the 
background the religious factor in the conflicts. Admittedly the conflicts were not strictly 
religious, some being more of intra-religious or at best between religionists and the state 
or what some people have classified as religious politics, in which religion was used for 
political mobilization, the functions and role of religion in the conflicts should never be 
dismissed or ignored. The violent confrontations have been fought mainly along religious 
fault lines motivated in part by religious convictions and their manipulation. The 
ideological differences rooted in religious convictions and their manipulation have 
provided the boundary for the identity groups with the Christians on the one hand and the 
Muslims on the other. The Muslims have fought in part out of the conviction of a 
dreamed Islamic state with a shar`a constitution. Christians have sought a 
reinterpretation of their sacred book to neutralize long held Christian pacifism. Worship 
centres, religious schools, religious publications including government or privately owed 
media outfits, etc, have been utilized by both groups to mobilize support. These places, 
apart from human life, houses and other property, business investments and premises, 
have also become the targets of attack whenever such crises arose to make a point. 
Because religion has been the main dividing line in the conflicts discussed, the next 
chapter is an attempt at a critical evaluation of the functions and role of religion within 
the Nigeria context in situation of conflicts. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: INTER-COMMUNAL CONFLICTS: THE FUNCTIONS AND 
ROLE OF RELIGION IN SITUATION OF CONFLICTS IN NIGERIA 
 
 
4. Introduction 
 
Having examined the historical factors as well as various other factors responsible for the 
increase in inter-communal conflicts in Nigeria in both numbers and intensity including 
case studies of violent conflicts in the preceding two chapters, we will now turn to 
examining the fundamental role of religion within the Nigerian context. The preceeding 
two chapters show how majority of Nigerians could be vulnerable to religious 
manipulation due to various historical epochs and processes that have produced separate 
religious communities, institutions, identities, cultures and ideologies that were and 
continue to be antagonistic to each other. Because some factors are more prominent and 
therefore most obvious as we have already highlighted, some are often ignored or 
hurriedly dismissed either consciously or unconsciously. The often most dismissed is the 
religious factor even when the conflicts are fought along religious fault lines. 
Commentators after such violent confrontations on both the Christian and Muslim sides 
often dismiss, or at best downplay, the religious factor on the ground that both religions, 
Christianity and Islam, preach peace and are both against violence. This is what Shedrack 
Gaya Best and Toyin Falola refer to as “epiphenomenal” and “evanescent nuisance” 
treatment or perception by some conflict analysts respectively.1 For many people, 
religion in it self is good and therefore they do not give any second thought to the 
possibility that it could be abused or that it could also be part of the problem. The 
problem is further complicated due to Nigeria’s political history and recent events 
including Nigeria’s economic realities. Politicians, past and present, have fanned the 
embers of class and ethnicity and have exploited religion for parochial political ends. The 
anti-shar`a  clashes, following the recent reintroduction of shar`a  in twelve northern 
states championed by politicians who are known for their open irreligious acts went a 
long way in consolidating the aforementioned assumption. We do not dispute the fact that 
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the economic and political factors which are always at the fore front of any agitation that 
often lead to violent confrontation are indeed often the prime motivations, but they 
cannot be treated in isolation. Hence, this chapter seeks to deal with the manipulation of 
religion as one of the factors for the incessant and ever increasing conflicts, which has 
often been overlooked. Even then, there is a problem here. There are those who have 
reduced Nigeria’s inter-religious conflicts to this single factor, leaving the impression that 
religion was no problem in itself other than that it is just being manipulated by political 
actors for their personal political goals. Although we will argue in the pages that follow 
that indeed religion is being manipulated as their thesis suggests, it is very important 
noting from the onset that to reduce the cause of Nigeria’s violent conflicts to a single 
variable, thereby totally exonerating religion, is very misleading. The matter is not as 
simple as to state that religion as such is ‘good’ and is just being manipulated. Rather 
religion itself can become part of the problem, as it is ambivalent in itself.  Toyin Falola 
acknowledges that while it may be true that religion is being manipulated by politicians, 
the stated hypothesis fails to deal with the mass appeal of religion, the rise of 
fundamentalism, and the fact that the political actors seem to profit from religious 
violence. He reiterates that: 
 
in a Weberian formulation, an isolated understanding of the manipulation of 
religion is less than satisfactory in understanding the needs and expression of a 
religious community.2 
 
Someone else has observed that when social scientists write about the ills that are 
commonplace in Africa, i.e. poor governance, weak institutions, corrupt practices, 
oppressive culture, the exploitative policies of western regimes and institutions, etc: 
“they usually omit the most lethal of all: the evil of religion as practiced in Nigeria.” 3 
It is a fact that religion itself has an inherent potential for unrest. The potential for 
extremism inherent in religion itself and religious imagination, gaining currency in 
Nigeria, as elsewhere, is part of the explanation for the outbreak of religious violence in 
the country. Many, on both divides, fight from a religious conviction. As far as some 
                                                 
2 T. Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of Religious Politics and Secular Ideologies, p. 8. 
3 S. O. Abidde, “Christians and the Born-Again Phenomenon” in Village Square, 
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radical Nigerian Islamists are concerned, the annihilation of ‘infidels’ is their goal. This 
is rooted in the Wahhabi tradition that divides the world into “believers” and “infidels” 
who should be converted, or be subjugated under Islamic restrictions – or be annihilated 
in line with the Islamic worldview that divides the world into two zones, dr al-islm (the 
abode of peace, i.e. the Islamized lands) and dr al-harb (the abode of war, i.e. the un-
Islamized land doctrinally targeted for conquest and Islamization). As many Nigerian 
Muslims increasingly look to Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Somalia, Lebanon, Sudan, 
Algeria, Egypt and other north African countries including other countries of the 
Muslims world as models for the Nigerian state, coupled with recent happenings around 
the world, more and more Nigerian Muslims are becoming extremists. “The feeling that 
if Islam can transform politics in Iran, Algeria, Egypt or Pakistan, then it should do the 
same in Nigeria is partly responsible for the radicalization of Islam and bigotry.”4 Hence, 
the dream to Islamize the whole country and even martyrdom, self sacrifice and the like, 
are deep-rooted and provide extremely powerful motives for violence. Although the 
shar`a  debate fits the ‘religious politics’ label, it is a clear example of the religious 
factor. Deeply imbedded in the clamour for shar`a  is the desire to establish an Islamic 
state with a shar`a  constitution. It becomes very difficult to divorce the political factor 
from the religious because experience has shown that one always becomes a means to the 
other. Even before the shar`a  debate, the jihâd of the early 19th century is a crude 
reminder of the religious factor in conflict in Nigeria even though without denying the 
mixed motives of the Jihâdists as it will always be. As noted, some Christians are also 
becoming increasingly aggressive not only in their bid to win more territories for Christ 
through evangelism, a development bitterly abhorred and contested by the Muslims, but 
also as a result of the emergence of the ‘third cheek theology’ which is fast gaining 
ground. Hence the religious factor within the context of violent conflicts is a double-
faced coin: religion and the manipulation of religion respectively.   
 
Having said this, it is the contention of this chapter that the manipulation thesis must be 
taken as serious as other factors due to its lethal effects as we shall demonstrate in the 
pages that follow. The manipulation thesis in Nigerian religious discourse was first 
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propounded by Yusufu Bala Usman, one of Nigerians great historians and political 
thinkers, during a lecture he delivered to students at the Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria.5 
In this book, he argues that several so-called religious riots that have marred Nigeria’s 
progress have been the handiwork of certain individuals and interest groups who exploit 
religious differences for personal and class interests to establish a political base. This 
trend can only be reversed once the masses – the victims – know their intrigues and 
refuse to be used forthwith. Since then, much ink has been spilled in outright support on 
the one hand and for caution on the other hand. Apart from the call for a more critical 
analysis as noted above, many eminent and articulate Nigerian priests, pastors, scholars 
and intellectuals like Chukwuma, Kukah, Tanko, Turaki and Enwerem,6 etc, have from 
the Christian perspective pointed to what we could call the third face of the religious role 
in conflict situations when they cautioned Usman’s manipulation thesis by exploring the 
contributions of religion to post-independence politics in Nigeria. Kukah for example, 
who accepts in part the argument, points out its limitation in two ways: one, that the 
thesis fails to acknowledge that many Nigerians are genuinely religious and should be 
encouraged to remain so and second, that religion has contributed positively to Nigeria's 
growth and development in all ramifications.7 A harder criticism comes from Sabo Bako, 
Usman’s former colleague at Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, who dismisses the work as 
being: 
 
informed by crass petty-bourgeois opportunism and prejudice, deformed and lazy 
intellectual radicalism, political adventurism and anarchism typical among some 
left-wing and right-wing Nigerian scholars and activists.8 
 
                                                 
5 Y. B. Usman, The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria, 1977-1987 (Kaduna: Vanguard Printers and 
Publishers, 1987). 
6 See V. Chukwuma, “Nigerian Politics and the Role of Religion: An Analysis of the Role of Religion in 
Nigerian Politics at the Early Stages of National Integration” (Bonn: Ph.D Thesis, Rheinische Friedrich-
Wilhelms-Universitaet, 1985); M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria,  1993; B. 
P. Tanko, “The Christian Association of Nigeria and the Challenge of the Ecumenical Imperatives” (Rome: 
Ph.D Thesis, Pontifical University of St. Thomas Aquinas, 1991); Y. Turaki, “The Institutionalization of 
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7 M. H. Kukah, Democracy and Civil Society in Nigeria (Ibadan: Spectrum Books, 1999): pp. 25-26. 
8 S. Bako, “Book Review: The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria” in Sunday Triumph, November 29, 
1987, n.p. 
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Consequently, Bako labels Usman’s work as fundamentally theoretical and conceptual 
not only for being empirical but also for its lack of any solid and reliable data to support 
his claim. He criticizes his definition of the word "manipulation", as we shall see below, 
as being metaphysical and escapist. By metaphysical, he means that Usman arrogates to 
himself the monopoly of knowledge of religious manipulation without any research. It is 
escapist because he sees no way the word manipulation as defined by Usman can be 
operationalised since it is only the author and the religious manipulators that know about 
it, not the victims. He reduces Usman’s work to being a failure as he wonders how it is 
possible to assert that religion is being manipulated without first of all showing it in the 
proper and un-manipulated context.9 
Having said this without any attempt at defending Usman regarding some sweeping 
statements by Sabo Bako, this endeavour agrees with Usman’s assertion that religion has 
and is being manipulated in Nigeria for personal and group interests without denying at 
the same time the concerns of those calling for a more comprehensive approach to the 
problem as noted above. In fact, we strongly hold that religion could be used as a tool to 
mobilize Nigerians in becoming more patriotic and disciplined. However, the reality on 
the ground points to the fact that the ideal is increasingly being eclipsed not only by the 
ambivalence of religion itself but also by some self-seeking individuals and institutions as 
we are going to argue here. It is an established fact that the manipulation of religion in 
Nigeria has had adverse negative effects on the nation and Christian-Muslim relations in 
particular. Whether we call it politicization of religion, exploitation of religion or 
prebendalism, the end result has been the same. In Nigeria, as elsewhere, religion has 
become an instrument of divide and rule with devastating consequences. Its negative use, 
especially in the last two to three decades, calls for alarm. This is a diversion from what 
was obtainable well into the 1970’s when Nigeria’s religious pluralism was not regarded 
as constituting any major threat evident in a number of studies that are full of praise for 
                                                 
9 S. Bako, “Book Review: The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria” in Sunday Triumph, November 29, 
1987, n.p. 
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the ability of many Nigerian ethnic groups to tolerate one another and borrow from a 
variety of traditions.10  
Often, one group blames the other and vice versa as responsible for the manipulation of 
religion in Nigeria in a bid to exonerate oneself. The plain truth is that all religions, from 
the indigenous religions to Christianity and Islam, the two dominant religions in Nigeria 
are manipulated. Jan Boer points out that “no religion is immune to manipulation – and 
neither are religious leaders, whether they are Christians or Muslims.”11 Because this 
thesis aims at fostering mutual co-existence between Christians and Muslims as 
indicated, we shall focus on Christianity and Islam.   
 
Blaise Pascal maintains that religion has the potential both as a soothing balm and as an 
explosive fuel in the situation of conflict. In his judgment “men never do evil so 
completely as when they do it from religious convictions”12 Examples abound in history 
and recent happenings in India, Pakistan, Northern Ireland, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Lebanon, 
Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, Chad, Uganda, and Nigeria, just to 
mention but a few confirms this. Religion has been used as a means to terrorize people, 
destroy both lives and property in the name of God. Nigeria has known no peace for 
some time now due to the manipulation of religion and exclusivist and intolerant claims 
to truth as noted. 
 
                                                 
10 See for instance, P. Williams and T. Falola, Religious Impact on the Nation State: The Nigerian 
Predicament (Aldershot: Avebury, 1995); T. Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of Religious Politics 
and Secular Ideologies (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 1998); T. Solarin,  African Concord, 
Vol. 4, No. 41, 5.02.1990; C. Akogun, “Religion Never an Issue until Recently” in Triumph, 22.10.1987, p. 
7. 
11 Quoted in S.B. Agang , “Repositioning Religion, Faith and Ethics for a Sustainable Econmic 
Transformation of Kaura Community” being a Paper Presented at Kaura Community Economic Summit, 
Sep. 7-8, 2007, np (Unpublished).  
12 B. Pascal, "Men never do evil so completely as when they do it from religious convictions" 
http://www.creativefilms.com/RPV/RPV.html , Accessed on 17.06.09, p. 1. The researcher is aware of the 
fact that the human race has also suffered adverse devastation based on secular ideologies. Looking at 
recent history, we see that the greatest bloodshed has been associated with secular, and not religious 
ideologies. See Gerrie ter Haar, “Religion: Source of Conflict or Resource for Peace” in P. Ostien, J. M. 
Nasir and F. Kogelmann (eds.) Comparative Perspective on Shar`a h in Nigeria (Ibadan: Spectrum Books 
Ltd., 2005): p. 308. 
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Unless the manipulation thesis is re-echoed again and again until it disappears, any desire 
at fostering mutual co-existence between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria will continue 
to be a futile exercise. Our preoccupation in this chapter is not to first and foremost 
present religion in its proper and un-manipulated context as suggested by Sabo Bako, due 
to space as well as focus, but to answer the following questions: What is manipulation 
and what constitute religious manipulation? Is religion being manipulated in Nigeria? 
What is the evidence? Who manipulates religion in Nigeria? Since when has this been a 
phenomenon in Nigeria? Why is religion manipulated in Nigeria? Are Nigerians aware 
that religion is being manipulated in Nigeria? If they are, why do they allow themselves 
to be manipulated? What have been the consequences of religious manipulation in 
Nigeria? How could this be stopped or minimized?  
 
4. 2 Definitions 
 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines manipulation as “the handling of objects for a 
particular purpose; … the act of operating upon or managing persons or things with 
dexterity.”13 Yusufu Bala Usman asserts that in whatever normative context manipulation 
is placed, it means, essentially: 
 
controlling the action of a person or group without that person or group knowing 
the goals, purpose and method of that control and without even being aware that 
the form of the control is being exercised on them at all.14 
 
From this definition, there can be no manipulation without two personalities: those who 
do the manipulation and those that are being manipulated. It is evident that an essential 
precondition for any manipulation to succeed is ignorance on the part of those who are 
being manipulated.15 No wonder, many people in Nigeria find the suggestion that they 
are being manipulated provocative because this would imply that they have been 
brainwashed and hypnotized. They therefore remain oblivious of the agents, goals, 
purpose and method of the manipulation. The scenario is worsened by Nigerians’ 
                                                 
13 Oxford Dictionary, Vol. VI, L - M p. 126. 
14 Y. B. Usman, The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria, 1977-1987, p. 12. 
15 Ibid,  p. 21. 
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religiosity because anything wrapped in religious garment neutralizes even the hardest 
sceptics. These bourgeois groups have enough of the doses and therefore cloak or in the 
words of Tyoden:  
 
cover themselves with religious… disguises in order to further entrench divisions 
among our people, slow their awakening, at any cost; even the unity of the 
country, for which so much has been sacrificed.16 
 
The manipulators use religion to “produce a people with high personal morality, a great 
sense of duty and obedience…”,17 in order to render them docile or harmless so that they 
can get away with their machinations. This has produced a population whose 
understanding of God’s providence leaves much to be desired. As people keep staggering 
from one crisis to another, they have come to accept that all are predestined and no 
human being can do anything to avert them. The masses are always quick to dismiss any 
wrong doing by the elite as an inevitable will of God or Allh. This can only be 
understood against the background of Nigerians’ religiosity. 
 
4.3 Religious Zealousness and Composition in Nigeria 
Although the popular description of Africans as “notoriously”18 religious may be 
dismissed as an ideological construct than a serious academic statement, it nevertheless is 
a critical observation. Nigerians are very religious to say the least. In Nigeria as in much 
of Africa, the atmosphere is intensely religious resulting in the ‘religionization’ of almost 
everyone; otherwise you look like an outcast. The unfortunate state of things has 
contributed to making religion the hope of most, if not all, people.   Bob James once 
observed that for most Nigerians “their religious convictions are their most cherished 
assets. For them, it is a matter of life and death.”19 In Kukah’s assessment, Nigerians 
could be compared to the Biblical Athenians. He suspects that were St. Paul to walk 
round any part of Nigeria today, he would most probably say about them what he said of 
                                                 
16 Quoted by Y. B. Usman, For the Liberation of Nigeria (London: New Beacon Books Ltd, 1979): p. 87. 
17 Quoted in Agang , “Repositioning Religion, Faith and Ethics for a Sustainable Econmic Transformation 
of Kaura Community” np. 
18 J. S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (New York: Anchor, 1970) p. 1. 
19 B. James, Legal Aspects of the Administration of Churches and Religious Groups in Nigeria (Jos: Zuruck 
Nigeria Ltd. 1997): p. 21. 
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the Athenians, namely, “I perceive in every way that you are very religious people” (Acts 
17:23).20 Adebowale Oriku in the same vein observes that: 
Nigeria is one of the most suffocatingly religious countries in Africa – no, not 
exactly that religious, but a country that indulges in conspicuous piety. Religion 
for its own sake. In my country, religious craze has become more frenzied and 
drearily matter-of-course, you must not only be seen as belonging to a religion, 
you must also be overtly, actively religious, flamboyantly devout, you must be 
churched, and in certain areas, mosqued.21 
 
The religious landscape in Nigeria is immensely saturated due to the multiplication of 
religious movements and an intensification of their activities. The new fashion in town is 
to be religious whatever the intention. Nigerian’s religiosity is obvious, even to a 
stranger, not just for the intense activism but also for the uncountable religious buildings 
– Churches and Mosques – and symbols which dominate every street of its cities. When 
the poor masses see the competing religious symbols, take Abuja for example, they 
become comforted even when they do not know where the next meal will come from. 
This intense religiosity, whether real or superficial, has become suicidal as it is in part 
being exploited or manipulated by religious and political leaders. Politicians have 
capitalized on the religiosity for their political survival. Kukah and Falola capture this 
when they state that: 
a public that is alienated from the state, religion attracts millions of people who 
use it to organize their sentiments, to chose from their own rank their own 
mentors and role models, and to develop enduring hope in the future. The elite, 
too, leans on religion to engage in intra- and inter-regional political competition. 
No matter how corrupt a politician is, he continue to claim the fear of God as a 
principle of existence. Although Nigerian politics may be projected as immoral, 
politicians and other members of the ruling class project morality, defining 
themselves as religious leaders worthy of emulation. A thief aims at sainthood in 
the Nigerian political landscape where religion provides what seems like an 
opportunity to commune with God and deceive people.22 
 
                                                 
20 M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. ix. 
21 A. Oriku, “How Religion and God-Fixation are Underdeveloping Africa, Part 1” in Village Square, 
20.2.2009. 
22 M. H. Kukah and T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion: Islam and Politics in Nigeria, p. 2. 
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It is common knowledge that any religion that is used as a tool for political manipulation 
creates structures of social, economic and political injustice as well as perpetual poverty, 
resulting in long lasting frustration, hopelessness and wanton destruction of lives and 
properties in society. Religiosity in Nigeria is developing within a specific cultural 
context. The norms and practices of the growing number of religious movements and 
their activism is characterized by unrestrained hatred of “the other,” often portrayed as 
the enemy that must be destroyed or silenced to say the least. The “religious” masses 
have been brainwashed so as to have unquestioning faith in their temporal and religious 
leaders. Sectarianism and exclusiveness, intolerance and a propensity to hate based on 
religious affiliations continues to rise despite the disastrous consequences already 
witnessed. As Nigerians try to undo one another based on religious differences, the 
characteristics which form the pattern of religious manipulation in Nigeria: provocation, 
reaction and counter-reaction,23 thrives unabated.  
 
The spread and growth of Christianity and Islam in Nigeria have been variously studied 
and classified but there has been no consensus when it comes to figures. The figures that 
have been suggested always tend to be biased due to the exclusive role of religion in the 
country. One could therefore understand why the figures are always contested by scholars 
of religion as inflated to favour either Christianity or Islam depending on the motive of 
the writer in question. Because figures are often misleading and in the absence of any 
official census figure,24 it could be safer to say that the population of Nigeria is almost 
equally divided between Christians and Muslims with few still holding to the traditional 
religions. Sam Babs Mala notes that any believer who loves the suffering masses of 
Nigeria should be more concerned with more important problems than mere incorrect 
statistical data.25  
 
                                                 
23 Y. B. Usman, The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria 1977 – 1987, p. 5.  
24 As earlier noted, religious identity is so sensitive that Nigeria's secular government didn't include it in the 
2006 census. Detailed results released showed northern states with about 75 million people to the south's 65 
million or thereabout, findings promptly rejected by state governments across the south. This makes it more 
difficult to determine the exact figure of Muslims and Christians in the country. See also D.B. Barrett 
World Christian Encycplopedia. 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
25 S. B. Mala, “Fanaticism in Religion: A Naughty Child of a Difficult Mother” p. 123, in ‘Orita’ Ibadan 
Journal of Religious Studies XVII/2 December 1985, pp. 109-133. 
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What is more important to note is the fact that Nigeria is heavily polarized along religious 
lines. You are either a Muslim or a Christian. Nigerians easily identify themselves as 
either Muslims or Christians. This we and they mentality has gained prominence such 
that Nigerians now perceive themselves as enemies – and not partners – in the business of 
nation-building. This mentality poses serious threats to the very existence of the Nigerian 
state as “complex, multiple, and overlapping divisions and contradictions are reduced to 
two mutually exclusive primordial camps.”26 Nigerians who are naturally and culturally 
accommodative even when it comes to religious issues27 have been successfully pushed 
into two neat and opposed camps – Christians or Muslims or what Ibrahim has called 
“soldiers of either God or Allh.”28 To most Muslims, especially in Northern Nigeria, 
Christians are the enemies and vice versa.29 One instance, for example, where both 
Muslims and Christians often demonstrate this is whenever there is a natural calamity or 
a religious crisis with most or all of the casualties on either the Christian or Muslim side 
or even when both suffer equal casualties, the normal reactions one hears are “these 
Christians are being put in their right place” or “these Muslims are being dealt with 
properly.” 30 Smith observes that “the Hausa regard obedience to their superiors and 
loyalty to their chiefs as one of the doctrines of Islam (our religion is the religion of 
obedience).”31 This can be applied to most Nigerian Christians as well. Consequently, 
many youths have been manipulated to take up arms to fight ‘holy wars’ or to initiate 
‘crusades’ as a way of preserving their religious identity or a way of promoting their 
religion.32 Religion has raped some people’s conscience to such an extent that killing in 
the name of religion, as long as it is killing the other, becomes normal and a pastime. 
Because most Nigerians have little or nothing to hold on to as their own, though in the 
midst of plenty, they are often ready to sacrifice anything including their life when it 
                                                 
26 J. Ibrahim, “Religion and Political Turbulence in Nigeria” in The Journal of Modern African Studies, 
Vol. 29, no. 1, 1991, p.130.  
27 Nigerians in their real lives could best be described as syncretistic mixing elements in their Christianity 
or their Islam with ‘pagan practices’. 
28 J. Ibrahim, “Religion and Political Turbulence in Nigeria”…., p. 130. 
29 M. H. Kukah and T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion: Islam and Politics in Nigeria, p. 112. 
30 Y. B. Usman, The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria 1977 - 1987, p. 12. 
31 M. F. Smith, Government in Zazzau (London: Oxford University Press, 1960): p. 93. 
32 A. I. Kaigama, Dialogue of Life: An Urgent Necessity for Nigerian Muslims and Christians (Jos: Fab 
Educational Books, 2006): p. 18. 
 
 177
comes to the issue of faith. It is within this context that the manner in which religious 
violence has persisted in Nigeria could best be understood. Having created a scenario of 
despondency and hopelessness, the political elite often take advantage of the vulnerability 
of the masses by using the religious card because they know there lies their only hope for 
political survival. 
 
4.4 Instances of Religious Manipulation in Nigeria 
 
Having said the aforementioned, we now turn to substantiating the claim that religion is 
being manipulated in Nigeria. The key question here is: in what ways do the ruling elites 
manipulate religion in Nigeria? Due to the nature and focus of this research, an elaborate 
response to this question is not possible as there are numerous instances of manipulation 
of religion that deserve an independent research. What we want to do here is to cite few 
examples to illustrate our claim.  
 
Even though instances of manipulation of religion could be traced back to pre-colonial 
and colonial times, we shall focus on the post-colonial era when religion re-emerged as 
the centre stage in national politics since the jihâd of Usman Dan Fodio. This was to 
reach a frightening level in late 1970’s and early 1980’s when constitutional and political 
struggles heralding the second republic, led to unprecedented violence, and pitted 
Christians against Muslims in a bid to capture power. Today, the scenario is worsening as 
the ruling elite continue to take cover under religion as a means to their selfish ends. To 
be able to retain or capture political and economic power, the elite always try to diversify 
their survival strategies. They are quick to adopt or use any strategy and means within 
and outside Nigeria provided it works to their political and economic advantage. Their 
divide and rule strategy has found wide acceptance among a population that has always 
been the victims of their manipulation. Apart from their unguarded and manipulative 
utterances during political campaigns and social gatherings including even religious ones, 
individuals and groups ranging from traditional and religious leaders to students and 
ordinary masses have been used as active agents for their mischief. Both military and 
civilian leaders have used the media and sensitive religious issues like shar`a to polarize 
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the populace. The few examples below speak volumes and represent a clarion call for a 
deeper reflection on the way forward. 
 
4.4.1 The First Republic 
 
We begin here with the Sardauna himself, Alhaji Ahmadu Bello, the premier of Northern 
Nigeria, during the First Republic 1963-1966. The Sardauna used what has been 
described as “political ecumenism” to transform Northern Nigeria into a modern 
caliphate. Though the Sardauna combined ethnicity, language and religion to impose 
Hausa-Fulani hegemony on Northern Nigeria, it was the manipulation of religion that 
ultimately prevailed. Today, the late Sardauna is still held in high esteem as a model by 
Muslims across Nigeria and elsewhere because of his conversion campaigns. On the 
surface, the chorus for tolerance was loud but beneath, it was poisonous. Christians were 
confused by his hypocritical stratagems. This was expressed in the emergence of “tribal” 
and later Middle Belt Political Parties. They did not only demand self-expression but also 
a separate region. The Northern Christian Associations – like the New Life for All, the 
Northern Christian Association (NCA) that later metamorphosed, after serious setbacks, 
into the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) – emerged. Even though these groups 
were formed, among other things, to respond to the Islamic threat and to forge an identity 
that could serve as a platform for political negotiation, the Sardauna and his lieutenants 
hijacked the NCA for his political ends.33 Having realized the threat that NCA was 
becoming, the northern elite applied what Kukah has called ‘the NPC virus’,34 the 
principle of divide and rule which led to the disintegration of the organization.35 The 
UMBC which was the largest party in the Middle Belt by 1956 broke into factions due to 
internal schism.36 Two main factions were those led by Lot and Moses Rwang. The Lot 
faction went into alliance with NPC, while the Rwang faction went into alliance with 
                                                 
33 M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. 48, For more information on NLFA, 
see p. 54. 
34 Ibid.  
35 Ibid, P. 51. 
36 See M. J. Dent, “A Minority Party: The UMBC” in J. P. Mackintosh, ed. Nigerian Government and 
Politics (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1966): p. 471; F. A. O. Schwarz, Nigeria: The Tribes, the 
Nation or the Race: The Politics of Independence (Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Theology, 1965): 
p. 95. 
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NEPU and the NCNC, thus jeopardizing the aspirations of the Middle Belt peoples. This 
‘NPC virus’ really infected some key NCA members to the point that they became ardent 
supporters of the Sardauna, “all of us in this region are ready at any second to sacrifice 
ourselves, to die, I repeat, to die in order that Ahmadu Bello will be alive…”, said David 
Lot.37 Even though it cannot be completely denied that some founding members of the 
NCA genuinely sought to counteract the Islamic influence, some were clearly agents of 
the Sardauna who used them and the association to find acceptance among the Christians. 
Hence, when the Sardauna died, the association also died. Aledeino attested, “Sardauna 
was the reason why we founded the NCA. Since he was dead, we saw no more reason to 
carry on the association.”38  
 
Having dislodged the original founders of NPC, Dikko, a Christian, and Abubakar 
Balewa, from their position based on alleged religious credentials, the Sardauna wasted 
no time at maximizing the ill gotten opportunity. Best asserts that the leadership of 
Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna, was culturally, historically and religiously significant.39 
Like his ancestor Dan Fodio, he did not just see himself as a political leader, but as one 
destined to continue the Islamic jihâd from where his ancestors left it. In a bid to bridge 
the remaining gap between the Hausa and the Fulani, the Sardauna took on the title of 
Bayajiddah, believed by Hausa folklore to be the original founder of the Hausa states. In 
addition to being Bayajiddah and descendant of the great jihâd legend Dan Fodio, Sir 
Ahmadu Bello traced his genealogy to the Prophet of Islam, Muhammad, himself. 
Gilliland refers to a family tree charted by the Sardauna in which he began with himself 
through Sultan Bello to Shehu Dan Fodio and terminated with Prophet Muhammad, from 
where he argued he descended through both his father and mother. The chart was hung up 
in public offices to beef up his spiritual image.40 At an NPC rally, he declared:  
 
                                                 
37 D. Lot (Pankshin West). (Northern House of Assembly Debates, March 12th, 1963): p. 106 quoted in M. 
H. Kukah, Religion Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. 51. 
38 Interview with H. Aledeino in M. H. Kukah, Religion Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. 54. 
39 S. G. Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analysis with Two Case 
Studies”, p. 137. 
40 See D. S. Gilliland, African Religion Meets Islam: Religion and Change in Northern Nigeria (New York: 
University Press of America, 1986): p. 67. 
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…the father of enlightenment and good in this land was the prophet, Uthman dan 
Fodio, and the work of salvation for all the people which he so nobly undertook 
has now been handed to me. I dedicate myself totally to its completion.41  
 
Even though it could be argued that the Sardauna’ campaign was motivated by a mixture 
of religious and political factors, as many have argued,42 ample evidences show that 
religion was mostly a scapegoat. Best, whose thesis argues that the religious motives of 
the Sardauna should not be downplayed, reiterates that: 
 
In the final analysis however, he was a politician. He did not quite understand the 
religion he got into. He was still a superstitious man, sometimes with a 
questionable moral character. The political objectives of his religious activities 
cannot therefore be hidden. He did not keep the north intact for merely his 
religious reasons. It was also largely political. Sometimes (as in the Emir Sanusi 
case), he set aside religious structures for political reasons.43 
 
 Being the basis for the foundation of the caliphate, the Sardauna and the ruling elite used 
religion to gain political legitimacy with the benefits accruing from it. He went out of his 
way by using the JNI, the Usmaniya movement which he had founded and the media to 
his political advantage.44 Even though the campaigns were more political than religious, 
the Sardauna took cover under religion. It has been asserted, that he did not embark on 
the campaigns because of religious conviction to deliver people from hellfire but because 
he wanted to reclaim his spiritual authority, the real basis for his political power, having 
realized that it was fast eluding him.45 As someone who was “prone to flattery and like 
sychophancy…loved power, fought for it and used state funds as he saw fit,” 46 the 
conversion campaigns were one way of enhancing his power. Posing as a vanguard of 
Islam on the one hand and as an ‘ecumenical’ leader on the other hand, he was able to be 
                                                 
41 Cited in E. P. T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria, p. 89. 
42 See J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, 1973; M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and 
Power in Northern Nigeria, 1993; F. A. O. Schwarz, Nigeria: The Tribes, the Nation or the Race: The 
politics of Independence, 1965; D. S. Gilliland, African Religion Meets Islam: Religion and Change in 
Northern Nigeria, 1986; N. Kastfelt, Religion and Politics in Nigeria: A Study in Middle Belt Christianity, 
1994; S. G. Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analysis with Two 
Case Studies”, 1996, etc. 
43 S. G. Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analysis with Two Case 
Studies”, p. 162. 
44 O. Kane, Muslim Modernity in Postcolonial Nigeria (Leiden: Brill 2003): p. 83. 
45 Ibid, p. 20. 
46 Ibid. 
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ahead of his political opponents. He and his contemporary allies were quick to demonize 
their political opponents, even within the Islamic fold based on their religious credentials. 
Muslim politicians who opposed the Sardauna or who belonged to other parties, other 
than NPC, were depicted not as politicians with different views, but as being bad 
Muslims. They were called names: traitors, those who had departed from God and those 
who had sold out on their religion.47 He warned his supporters not only against northern 
traitors but southern infidels. It is reported that at many NPC rallies, the Sardauna often 
reminded northern Muslims of the need to resist the southern parties if the Qur’n was 
not to be desecrated.48 The minutes of the NPC meeting in Kano read in part: 
 
NPC is the party of the Sardauna, the party of Shehu Usman Dan Fodio, but that 
party of Zik (Azikiwe) Sarkin Inyamirai… Tell them that Zik is the leader and 
that they should not play with religion.49  
 
At the run off elections of 1964, NPC told northerners: 
 
the Prime minister and the Sardauna need to go back to Lagos to deal with both 
Azikiwe and Awolowo. The Sardauna is a very good Muslim…We want your 
support. If you don’t give it, there will be trouble.50 
 
On the international scene, he rose to the position of the Vice President of the World 
Muslim League due to his propaganda. Nigeria was presented as the “centre of the 
radiation for Islamic culture in the black continent,” and Northern Nigeria as an Islamic 
theocracy. He boasted, “I hope when we clean Nigeria, we will go further afield in 
Africa.” 51 Seen as the vanguard of Islam in Nigeria and beyond with the successes 
already recorded despite limited resources, countries like Libya, Pakistan, Tunisia, 
Morocco, Senegal, United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iran, Sudan, Lebanon, 
Iraq, Egypt, Guinea etc did not only confer on him all sorts of honours and sang his 
                                                 
47 Ibid, pp. xii, 13; B. J. Dudley, Parties and Politics in Northern Nigeria, 1968, p. 143. 
48 F. A. O. Schwarz, Nigeria: The Tribes, the Nation or the Race: The politics of Independence, 1965, p. 48. 
49 C. S. Whitaker, The Politics of Tradition: Continuity and Change in Northern Nigeria, 1970, p. 385. 
50 M. H. Kukah, “Religion and Politics in Northern Nigeria Since Independence” (London: Ph.D Thesis, 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, 1989): p. 24. 
51 Although many Arabs were disappointed when they discovered after his death that Nigeria did not 
conform to the picture he painted, many today, even outside the Arab world still hold this impression about 
Nigeria. See Nigerian Citizen 9.9.64 and S. G. Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: 
An Historical Analysis with Two Case Studies”, p. 157. 
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praises but sent in huge donations. Millions of dollars poured in for the promotion of 
Islam in Nigeria.52 The millions came in because the Sardauna had exaggerated in his 
address as the Vice President of the World Muslim League the number of conversion to 
Islam in Nigeria and the existence of a million Qur’nic schools in Northern Nigeria.53 
Due to influx of money, the Sardauna exploited the vulnerability of the poor masses to 
convert or identify with Islam as a strategy for numerical strength to tackle southern 
challenge. He lured the poor with mundane things like money, cloths and positions, “take 
money, you must have a mosque” was always his sermon.54 He did not only use 
donations from charity organizations within and outside for the campaigns, but 
government funds were diverted to that purpose.55 Christians who succumbed to his 
campaign by becoming Muslims thereby enlarging his political constituency were hugely 
rewarded by means of economic and political power or social status. One Maude Gyani, a 
Jaba convert to Islam, who was lured into Islam for a Hausa-Fulani title, Wakili, with its 
benefits declared:  
 
NPC is the party that speaks in the name of Allh…We declared for the NPC in 
the name of Allh. I declared for the NPC in 1960, I raised my dignity and thereby 
the dignity of my people.56  
 
The Sardauna had no regret at all in contravening religious injunction when it came to 
political expediency – or how could one explain the abuse of the mandate and 
misappropriation of public funds under his regime? Or was it because he mistook the 
state itself as a member of the JNI and therefore saw nothing illegal in committing state 
                                                 
52 For example, J. N. Paden mentions 12.000.00 and 100.000.00 pounds respectively. See J. N. Paden, 
Ahmadu Bello, Sardauna of Sokoto: Values and Leadership in Nigeria (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1986): pp. 533, 543.  
53 He claimed to have converted 60,000 non-Muslims to Islam in Northern Nigeria within five months. J. 
N. Paden, Ahmadu Bello, Sardauna of Sokoto: Values and Leadership in Nigeria, p. 540. 
54 Interview with J. R. Muggeride in M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. 21. 
55 Ibid and M. H. Kukah and T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion: Islam and Politics in 
Nigeria, p. 43. J. N. Paden states that the funds used were donations from Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and Qatar. 
See J. N. Paden, Ahmadu Bello, Sardauna of Sokoto: Values and Leadership in Nigeria, p. 575. 
56 He never minded that the title was not only alien to his Jaba people but that he was used as a gateway 
through which the Sardauna penetrated his people for his (Sardauna) own political goal. See M. H. Kukah, 
Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. 21. It should be noted here that many non-Muslims, 
especially in the Middle Belt, held such people in contempt for betraying their heritage for a pot of soap. 
Many of the pagan converts to Islam were said to have reverted to their pre-conversion stage following his 
death due to unpopularity. S. G. Best, "Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical 
Analysis with Two Case Studies”, p. 163. 
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resources to promote the activities of the organization?57 Perhaps, the inseparability of 
religion and politics in Islam might have been responsible for Sardauna’s action. He did 
not only see himself as a political leader but also saw himself somehow as a religious 
leader. Was he seen in this light by Northern Muslims? At least if some did, not all. An 
incident in 1964 could best illustrate this. When the premier tried to usurp the prerogative 
of the Sultan by announcing the end of the Ramadan fast, he embarrassingly realized that 
he was not a religious leader as he claimed. Having arrived Sokoto with his entourage to 
celebrate the salt, after he had announced it over the radio, he was shocked to find out 
that the whole town was not fasting.58 He reaped the political dividend when he was 
made the man of the year in 1965,59 short-lived though by his assassination on 16th 
January 1966. His campaign sharpened northern religious identities.  
 
4.4.2 The Civil War  
 
Not long after the demise of the Sardauna, another instance which brought religion to the 
fore for a cause that was irreligious was the civil war between 1976 and 1970. The factors 
that led to the civil war and its consequences have been variously studied and need not 
delay us. All we want to illustrate here was the manner in which religion became the 
scapegoat for a cause that was totally political and economic. As the war intensified, 
prominent and well known eastern personalities and Biafran propagandists sold the idea 
to their people and to the west that the war was an attempt by the Muslim north, backed 
by the Arabs and the Russian anti-Christ, to exterminate Christian Biafra. Ojukwu 
warned his fellow Biafrans to do something about the Northern Islamization of the 
Southerners before it was too late by posing this question: 
 
How many of you looked in dismay at our own sons slowly shaving of their hair 
and putting on Northern Nigerian robes and passing as Northerners? Some of our 
                                                 
57 See M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. 21 and M. H. Kukah and T. 
Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion: Islam and Politics in Nigeria, p. 43. 
58 Interview with Yahaya Kwande cited in M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, 
p. 20. 
59 Nigerian Citizen, 13.1.65. 
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senior men in public office considered very seriously whether to go to Mecca or 
not even though they were not Muslims.60  
 
 Ojukwu did not stop at warning his men at home but also extended his call to the 
international community by accusing Muslims of religious genocide. It is not until 
recently, as we will demonstrate, that many easterners have realized that they were 
deceived into believing that the north was solely Muslim. Against this background, many 
western Christians including their governments as well as some African countries took 
the propagandists claims at face value and the picture of a Christian-Muslim war was 
implanted in their minds. Pro-Biafran propaganda especially in Europe and the USA 
presented the Civil War as a religious war between “Christian Biafra” and “Islamized 
Nigeria.”61 On the home-front, the Biafrans attacked mosque buildings in Nnofia, 
Ibagwa-Nkwo, Onitsha and other places allegedly on Ojukwu’s orders out of the 
conviction that it was a war against the Muslims. Apart from the many civilian Muslim 
population, resident in the Southeast, who were killed and displaced, many had to change 
their Muslim names into Christian to avert the wrath of the “Christian” Biafrans.62 
 
It was only when the religious claim began to be questioned due to contrary evidences 
that the Biafran shifted emphasis on exaggerated mass starvation and genocide. To attract 
sympathy and western support, the Biafrans cited as evidence the pogroms of May, 
September and October 1966, and the consequent involuntary exodus of the Igbo from 
the north. Armed with photographs of children whom the twin killers, Maramus and 
Kwashoirkor, had devastated, they were able to focus their propaganda on starvation, 
pogrom, genocide and extermination. They said nothing about federal government’s 
permission of allowing the transportation of relief materials into Biafra provided it went 
through its supervision.  
 
                                                 
60 C. O. Ojukwu, “On Nigeria and the Revolution” in Roland, J. G., (ed.) Africa: The Heritage and the 
Challenge (Greenwich: Fawcett Publications, 1974): p. 419; See also G. Basri, Nigeria and Shar`ah: 
Aspirations and Apprehensions (Leicester: The Islamic Foundations, 1994): p. 33. 
61 S. U. Erivwo, “The Church in a Changing Nigeria, 1960 to Date” in M. Kayode and Y. B. Usman (eds.) 
The Economic and Social Development of Nigeria (Zaria: The Panel on Nigeria since Independence 
History Project, 1985): p. 378. 
62 A. R. I. Doi, “Islam in Nigeria: Changes since Independence” in E. Fashole-Luke & others (eds.) 
Christianity in Independent Africa (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1976): p. 344. 
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Driven by economic interests because of the oil wealth in the Biafran region, western 
Christians threw their support behind Biafra. Even though France, Spain, Portugal, West 
Germany, the Scandinavian countries, Ireland etc proclaimed neutrality, they were on the 
side of the secessionists in terms of relief operations. Portugal and France sent relief 
supplies containing not just protein food and medicine, but arms and ammunitions as well 
directly to Biafra.63 Israel surreptitiously supported the Biafrans as they often drew 
parallels between the Israelis’ suffering under Hitler and their suffering in Nigeria. To 
this day, many Igbos still live under the euphoria of being diaspora Jews. Hence, one still 
hears such Biafran war time expressions like “Ibos are the Jews of Africa” or “the 
persecuted Jews of Africa.”64 Despite pledges of neutrality, the US government refused to 
grant Nigeria a license to buy arms and ammunition. Relief aids solicited by US nationals 
were delivered straight into Biafra and not through the federal government. US’s 
democrat, Hubert Humprey said “'Biafrans' should be allowed self-determination”.65 
Britain also refused at the beginning of the war to sell Nigeria military aircraft, bombs, 
heavy guns and small arms in large quantities. In addition, Britain denounced Nigeria’s 
oil blockade of Biafra as “contrary to international law”, thus treating Biafra as an 
independent state.66  
 
It took Nigeria a lot of effort and initiative to correct this impression. To counteract this, 
Nigeria sought to advance its publicity machinery through its envoys in the various 
Christian capitals. In Britain, Brigadier B. O. Ogundipe told British Christians that the 
                                                 
63 “France and Biafra” West Africa (London) August 24, 1968, p. 997, Cited in P. Williams and T. Falola, 
Religious Impact on the Nation State: The Nigerian Predicament (Aldershot: Avebury, 1995): p. 276. 
64 In fact there are still some clans among the Igbos (especially the Aro) who believe they are real diaspora 
Jews from the tribes of Gad, Zebulun, Manasseh, Kohanim and Levi. Some consider themselves Messianic 
Jews, considered by most Jews to be not truly Jewish. They do not only call themselves Igbo Jews or Ibo 
Benei-Yisrael but many as much as 40,000 are said to be practicing the Jewish religion with about 26 
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Rabbi Howard Gorin, a 1976 graduate of the Jewish Seminary. Between 1995 and 1997, Israeli Prime 
Minister, Yitzhak Rabin, sent a team to Nigeria in search of the “Lost Tribes of Israel.” The relationship 
continues to grow warmer even though the state of Israel is yet to recognize the Igbo as one of the lost 
tribes. See http://igbo_jews.totallyexplained.com; http://www.uscj.org/becoming_jewish6982.html, 
accessed on 26.04.09. 
65 West Africa (London), August 17, 1968, p. 966, cited in P. Williams and T. Falola, Religious Impact on 
the Nation State: The Nigerian Predicament, p. 277. 
66 O. Aluko (ed.) The Foreign Policy of African States (London: Hodder and Stoughten, 1977): p. 187. 
 186
civil war had nothing to do with a religious war between the largely Muslim north and 
largely Christian east:  
 
there is now no Northern identity and no eastern Nigerian identity. Nigeria is very 
much a secular state and religion plays no important role in the country’s 
politics…What is now going on is a struggle for the survival of Nigeria as a 
nation. It is not as some people would have us to believe any Religious warfare.67  
 
In Bonn, Ambassador Jolaoso told journalists at a press conference that there was nothing 
anti-Christian about the war. He pointed to the fact that Gowon and nine out of the fifteen 
members of the Federal Executive Council, and all the members of the Supreme Court 
were Christians. Also seventy percent of the officers in the army were Christian. He 
blamed the war on a few power-hungry Igbo adding “you would be surprised how many 
Igbos who once lived in the North are itching to get back there now.”68 Muhammad Sani 
Umar points out that while the Federal Government tried to persuade people that the war 
was not religious, it was also using religious sentiments of both Christians and Muslims 
alike through their Christian and Muslim leaders to mobilize their members for the 
confrontations.69 With neither victor nor vanquish as claimed at the end of the war, it is 
evident for all to see that it is easier to destroy than to rebuild as the reconstruction, 
rehabilitation and reconciliation embarked upon immediately at the end of the war aimed 
at fixing what took them only thirty months to destroy remains a dream almost 40 years 
later. Even when much seems to have been achieved since the end of the war through 
personal efforts and sacrifices and not through any specific government intervention, the 
bitterness sowed still rages in the hearts of many and is still partly responsible for the 
secessionist agenda that continues to gain momentum among the present generation who 
never witnessed the horror of the civil war. To this group who do not understand why 
they should continue to pay for a sin that is entirely not of their making, especially in the 
political arena, war remains an option on their table for the realization of the Biafran 
                                                 
67 West Africa (London), October 14, 1967, p. 1128, cited in P. Williams and T. Falola, Religious Impact on 
the Nation State: The Nigerian Predicament, p. 279. 
68 West Africa (London), December 16, 1967, p. 1630, cited in P. Williams and T. Falola, Religious Impact 
on the Nation State: The Nigerian Predicament, p. 279. 
69 Sheikh Abubakar, who was a Muslim leader resident in the North appealed to Muslims through 
broadcast over Radio Kaduna to support the war effort of the federal side, stressing that every Muslim 
should see the war as a religious war as well. See M. S. Umar, “Muslim’s Eschatological Discourses on 
Colonialism in Northern Nigeria” JSTOR (1999) p. 96. 
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dream if no concrete steps are taken to check the ever growing north-south, Muslim-
Christian dichotomy and socio-economic and political marginalization. 
 
4.4.3 Military Rule 
 
Beginning with the first military coup in 1966 to the last military head of state, General 
Abdusalami Abubakar, religion was manipulated at varying degrees as a ploy to cover up 
the daily looting of the treasury which the 30 years of Nigeria’s military rule is known for 
not only in Nigeria but across the world. Uche sarcastically opines that the late Sani 
Abacha is his dead witness while Swiss banks, World Bank and other foreign banks are 
his living witnesses.70 Condemned by their consciences, even though not publicly 
admitted, the illegitimate military governments employed illegitimate means to 
perpetuate themselves in power. State’s instruments of coercion, repression and 
intimidation were flagrantly used to secure obedience from a disgruntled populace.71 As 
freedom was continually sacrificed on the altar of military dictatorship, religion 
increasingly became the platform for socio-political articulation across the country. The 
net result was that the populace gradually succumbed to the temptation of using violence, 
too to press home their demands. The coercive seeds sowed germinated and produced 
enormous rebellious fruits far beyond the imaginations of the cultivators and contrary to 
the assumption that gun-power would keep the seeds buried in the ground forever. 
 
Due to mass discontent and the search for alternative means to social and political 
survival, millions of angry, poor, and frustrated people turned to religion. This resulted in 
the emergence of a new trend of fundamentalism both among Muslims and Christians 
alike. While the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs and Jama’atu Nasril Islam (JNI) 
championed the course of Islam, the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) was 
unrelenting in calling upon the government to distance itself from Islam. The experiences 
during the Babangida’s administration made CAN to become more combative because 
                                                 
70 Uche Nwago, Popular Nigerian Musician, http://www.radiopalmwine.com. Accessed on 10.09.08. 
71 See V. A. Elaigwu, The Military and the Management of Civil Crises in Nigeria 1960 – 1993 (Kaduna: 
Nigerian Defence Academy Press, 2003); See also a section on military brutality in O. Alubo, Ethnic 
Conflicts and Citizenship Crises in the central Region (Ibadan, P. E. F. S., 2008): p. 121ff. 
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the Christians in the north partly felt that their interests are better protected and 
guaranteed under CAN than under the umbrella of the nebulous concept of the North. 
CAN was so radicalized that it was described as a semi-political organization.72 Some 
people went as far as wishing that CAN would become a political party so that politics 
could be properly fought on clear religious lines, “I have no doubt in my mind that I want 
CAN to become a political party. I pray that it happens. I would like to see our priest take 
up more political roles.”73 This experience led CAN to conclude:  
 
since the Babangida administration came to power, it has unashamedly and in 
utter contempt for national unity, manifested its naked discriminatory religious 
posture through overt and covert acts of patronage and preference for Islamic 
religion. One is therefore left with no alternative but to conclude that the 
Babangida administration is the principal agent for the islamisation of Nigeria.74  
  
Almost all students of religion in Nigeria have consented to the fact that the manipulation 
of religion by military governments reached an unprecedented level during the Babangida 
regime (1985-1993). Having toppled a fellow Muslim, General Muhammadu Buhari, 
who also came to power through illegitimate means, and conscious of his minority status 
including his Christian background,75 Babangida sought to boost his religious credential 
to legitimize his authority. Described as an “evil genius-affable and cunning, he was a 
master of double-speak, deceit, and ambiguity.” For example, while he launched Mass 
Mobilization for Self Reliance, Social Justice and Economic Recovery (MAMSER) with 
the aim to “re-orientate Nigerians to shun waste and vanity and to shed all pretenses of 
affluence in their lifestyle, to propagate the need to eschew all vices in public life, 
including corruption, dishonesty, electoral and census malpractices, ethnic and religious 
bigotry,” on the one hand, he was the guiltiest of each of those, including dragging a non-
Islamic nation into OIC on the other. Due to political and religious manipulation, elite 
                                                 
72 M. H. Kukah and T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-Assertion…, p. 111. 
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74 Statement dated December 29, 1989, cited in M. H. Kukah and T. Falola, Religious Militancy and Self-
Assertion…, p. 255. 
75 Babangida became a Muslim only in the army. He married his wife in the Catholic Church in Asaba 
before converting to Islam. This is why he is always suspected by Muslims. Some of his gestures are often 
seen as an attempt to placate the Muslims, but he did not manage to satisfy any constituency. See Joseph 
Kenny, “Shar`ah  and Islamic revival in Nigeria” in http://www.diafrica.org/nigeriaop/kenny, Accessed on 
18.5.07, p. 8. 
 189
patronage, and coercion, Babangida was nicknamed “Maradonna” after the famous 
Argentinan footballer known for dribbling.76 His double-tongue and manipulation of 
religion almost led Nigeria to the brink of disaster. His administration was responsible for 
the emergence of religion to the fore of political discourse in Nigeria. No wonder that his 
administration built up more crises than any government in the history of Nigeria as we 
have shown.  
 
Even though he promised to respect “fundamental rights and civil liberties” during his 
inauguration, four months later, Babangida dragged Nigeria into the OIC without the 
knowledge of key members of his administration.77 Despite the controversy it caused, 
with the Christians pitted against Muslims (CAN vs JNI)78 he remained adamant, 
claiming it was purely for economic reason. He maintained that Nigeria’s membership in 
the OIC was only fair since there was a relationship between Nigeria and the Vatican 
even when he knew that the Vatican was a state. Christians wondered, how an 
organization whose aim, according to its charter, is to: “promote Islamic solidarity among 
member states,” could be said to be areligious?79 Christians read the hand writing on the 
wall and interpreted his move as the culmination of the desire of the Muslims to Islamize 
the country. 
 
 In a hypocritical manner, he set up a committee headed by General John Shagaya, a 
Christian, to advice the government on a way out. When their work was concluded with 
                                                 
76 T. Falola, The History of Nigeria, p. 183. 
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both sides holding two diametrically opposed positions, he pretended they were 
unanimous in their position and Nigerians were left in the dark as to whether Nigeria 
remained in, or left the OIC. Some Christians rushed to the conclusion that the pressure 
had led to the withdrawal of Nigeria as a member of the organization at the December 
1991 OIC summit in Dakar, Senegal.80 That was a big mistake and an underestimation of 
what Babangida was up to. He kept people in a limbo intentionally because in his 
characteristic manner he never had any intension of withdrawing Nigeria from the 
organization as people later discovered.81 To seal his hypocrisy, he went on to make the 
committee a permanent institution named the Advisory Council on Religious Affairs with 
the mandate to assist “the government and the people of this country by stressing and 
accentuating the positive role that religion can play in national development.”82 The 
choice of members of the ACRA remained the prerogative of the president. Kukah 
observes how strange it was that “a government would impose the task of formulating a 
religious program acceptable to all religious groups and still reserve for itself the right to 
handpick the individuals with no reference to the religious groups themselves.”83 It was 
no doubt only a ploy by the government to first of all buy time for itself by hoodwinking 
the nation that something was being done and second to shift the blame on the committee 
members for their recalcitrance which he foresaw.  
 
His other moves that pitted Christians and Muslims against each other were his handling 
of religious crises and the aborted 3rd republic 1993. Due to his desires to perpetuate 
himself in power, he repeatedly deceived the people with transition to civilian 
government which he never meant to inaugurate. The original 1990 became 1992 and 
then 1993 before he was forced to leave against his will. When his government legislated 
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a two-party system, the SDP and NRC, ethnicity, regionalism and religion were the tools 
used to manipulate the process. Even though he swore by the Qur’n to assure several 
presidential aspirants that he would relinquish power, what followed exposed his true 
colour and intention. Politics essentially degenerated into south-north, Christian-Muslim 
dichotomy. While the “new-breeds” politicians, backed by the “old-breeds” who were 
disallowed to directly participate in the process, were busy campaigning, Babangida 
characteristically founded and sponsored the Association for Better Nigeria (ABN) which 
embarked on a campaign of divide and rule as they canvassed for Babangida-Must-Stay-
in-Power. Through this organization, he played off one party against the other, Muslims 
against Christians, and the north against the south. Finally, as if it was real, elections 
were held including that of the president on June 12, 1993. The hope of Nigerians was 
dashed as Babangida annulled the election, believed to have been won by Chief M. K. O. 
Abiola, on June 23, before the electoral commission could declare him winner. The 
country was thrown into severe confusion as old wounds were opened up. Why did he 
renege on his oath? Kukah maintains that “It is not that he did not understand what the 
Qur’n means, but he was cunning enough to benefit from his Holy Book.84  
 
As indicated earlier, it is not as if Babangida didn’t have a precedent. The volatility of 
religion had long been enhanced during the time of his predecessors from the Gowon 
regime to General Buhari. When General Gowon became military Head of State until his 
ouster in 1975 through a coup, religion continued to be manipulated. Having won the 
secessionists war, his religious posture and sympathy to foster rapid reconciliation and 
rehabilitation was taken for granted as both Christian and Muslims competed for 
supremacy with individuals and groups posing as representatives of their religions or 
groups:  
 
I believed that the best of your religion should be put at the service of humanity. 
All Nigerians had to be encouraged to use religion as a means to welcome back 
the prodigal son.85  
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As a strategy for survival owing to his Wusasa roots in the heart of the Muslim north, 
General Gowon refused to identify with the aspirations of the Middle Belt. To placate his 
Muslim host, he was manipulated by the northern Muslim elite to take-over Christian 
schools, hospitals, setting up of Pilgrims Boards for Muslims and subjecting Nigeria to 
become an observer in the OIC. Many still continue to call into question his association 
and recent chairmanship of the Northern Elders’ Forum, a largely Muslim body that some 
regard as representing feudal Muslim interest. His actions coupled with his failure to 
restore democracy as he promised made him very unpopular and paved the way for his 
downfall through another military coup led by Lieutenant-Generals Murtala Mohammed. 
 
Barely six months into the regime of Murtala, an unsuccessful coup on February 13, 
1976, in which he was killed, brought to a sudden end his short reign. As earlier 
indicated, his demise was happily received by the Middle Belters, most of whom were 
Christians and still are. Even though the coup was unsuccessful and led to the death of 
many Middle Belters including Dimka himself, Dimka, who led the coup from the 
neighbouring Ngas tribe, was celebrated not just by the Mwaghavul but by the majority 
non-Muslim population of the Middle Belt because they viewed the death of Murtala and 
the end of his government as a liberation from Northern/Muslim domination. The 
ascension of General Olusegun Obasanjo, a Christian from the south, to power placated 
the Christians and infuriated the Muslims. 
 
The assassination of Murtala nearly set Nigeria ablaze along religious divide were it not 
for the lessons of the recent past, the civil war experience. Bala Usman captures this 
mood by pointing out the domestic and external dimensions of the crisis.  
 
On the very day Murtala was assassinated and several days afterwards, it was 
clear that there were domestic and foreign forces operating in this country which 
tried to present his assassination in religious terms in order to foster communal 
violence. The domestic forces were made up of two main tendencies. There were 
those that wanted to present Murtala as a Muslim martyr and his assassins as 
Christian villains. Then there were those that wanted to present Murtala as a 
Muslim villain and his assassins as Christians redeemers. The foreign dimension 
manifested itself very clearly in the dispatch from Reuter sent by their chief 
Nigeria correspondent, Colin Fox, and broadcast over the British Broadcasting 
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Corporation, which said that communal violence had broken out over Murtala’s 
death in parts of the country.86  
 
He maintains that: 
 
All these forces were jointly and bitterly opposed to Murtala. But the moment he 
was assassinated these same divisive forces took what would appear as 
diametrically opposed stands on ostensibly religious grounds.87 
 
The authoritarianism of the military regimes continued under Buhari and Abacha. 
Contrary to their pledges as noted, Buhari’s hard-line and often religiously inclined 
remarks and disposition continues to hamper his political ambition till today as we have 
demonstrated. Posing as a child of necessity, Abacha did the unimaginable.88 The civil 
society which often used religion as platform to express its dissatisfaction was further 
radicalized. Local communities became rebellious. This radicalization turned many 
conservative minds like those of Alhaji Abubakar Gumi and O. Okogie, the then Catholic 
Archbishop of Lagos, into radical critics. As the military became intolerant and arrogant 
and denied the masses their voice, religious leaders realized the advantage of turning the 
pulpit into a revolutionary square. Pat Williams and Toyin Falola allege that: 
 
certain statements from the religious leaders began to read like preambles from 
party manifesto. Their intervention came with a price. They had a platform, but in 
their kingdom barbarians speak in thousands.89  
 
This is still the case to the present. Mosques and Churches have become new political 
platforms where political manipulation of all sorts is no longer strange. The sacred 
responsibility of many clerics has been eclipsed by temporal political and economic 
issues. Both Christian and Muslim religious leaders use their pulpits and any other 
platform to attack and tear down political opponents across religious divide. The 
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unguarded utterances of Alhaji Abubakar Gumi and the activities of the Kaduna Mafia 
would best illustrate this. 
 
Even though Gumi's attack on Christians was the hardest, he did not spare his fellow 
Muslims who held divergent religious and doctrinal convictions especially to his Sunni 
rivals whom he sought to undo. Having risen to prominence because of his association 
with the Sardauna, his position as the Grand Qdh of Northern Nigeria, the King Faical 
Award of Saudi Arabia for his service to Islam, and his preaching which attracted many. 
He attempted to dominate the mass media with his own preaching, and he was successful 
in controlling two influential northern organs, FRCN, Kaduna and the New Nigerian 
newspaper. He used these channels including his disciples to sow seeds of hatred and 
acrimony. His typical sermons were full of incitement to divide Nigeria in the event that 
non-Muslims became Presidents or should they not willingly submit to the permanent 
leadership of their Muslim counterparts. He did not miss any opportunity to warn 
Muslims not to cast their votes to Christians and all non-Muslims alike. When he granted 
an interview to Quality magazine, he argued “once you are a Muslim, you cannot accept 
to choose a non-Muslim to be your leader… So if we want Nigeria to be a good 
country… we have to follow one faith… I don’t think we can accept a Christian to be our 
leader unless we are forced”.90 As if to turn back the clock, he lamented how General 
Gowon, a Christian, was allowed to become a military head of state and wished he were a 
Muslim. He almost explicitly presented the Gowon regime as anti-Islamic simply because 
he was presented in some quarters as a ‘devout Christian’ especially during the civil war. 
He counselled Muslims never to allow that to happen again. In some instances, he urged 
all Muslims irrespective of groups to unite in order to face their common enemy, the 
Christians. Gumi always told his followers that “Christianity is nothing, Christianity does 
not mean anything. On Sundays, you only go to listen to songs and look at ladies etc.”91 
He reminded the Muslims never to slack in their duty to wage jihâd and advocated for the 
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creation of a Ministry of religion.92 CAN paid in the same coin by instructing its 
members never to vote for Muslim candidates. Its Newsletters circulated nationwide, 
carrying the slogan “the price that honest men pay for keeping quite is to be ruled by 
dishonest men”. CAN went as far as publishing a book titled Leadership in Nigeria, in 
which it alleged discrimination against Christians, contempt for national unity and 
“preference for the Islamic religion”. It also accused the Babangida regime as the arrow 
head for the Islamisation of Nigeria. Okogie in his characteristic manner responded to 
Gumi’s utterances by adding petrol to the fire when he said “we just want to keep Nigeria 
going just because of peace but if anybody tried any nonsense this time, I don’t care, we 
will burn the nation because it is going to be a religious war and nobody, no gun will stop 
it.”93 In the election that followed, one John Alkali, supported by CAN won the Kaduna 
municipal election. A Christian woman, Cecilia Chechet, won the elections in Sheikh 
Gumi’s ward.94 Ethnic minorities, mostly Christians, saw this as a defining moment and 
became emboldened. Governor Abubakar Umar of Kaduna State rightly likened the 
Christian-Muslim tension to “building nuclear arsenals”.95 
 
Gumi’s uncompromising stance spilled over to the so-called Kaduna Mafia group to 
whom he was a member. Being the invisible association that it is96 with its orientation 
and disposition, they pretend to be agents of Islamization. Combining religious and other 
roles, they try to present themselves as defenders of their faith from their various secular 
positions. They often insist that the state must take the features of religion, thereby 
making it impossible for a Christian to ascend to leadership position especially in Muslim 
dominated states and if possible Nigeria itself. They have tried to keep the impression 
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that they are fighting for an Islamic state or Islamic values and have reaped enormous 
gains from the Muslim community. 
  
Due to their unpopularity at the grassroots, the Kaduna Mafia is well known for its divide 
and rule tendency using Islam as “horse to ride to the top of their political ambition”. It 
does sponsor the use of open violence among social groups like: 
 
The military, labour unions, student unions, religious camps, ethnic or tribal 
groups and political party hierarchies which may be in dispute over sensitive 
social or political issues like census figures, religious issues, inter-personal 
disputes among military leaders, intra-party crisis, election results, chieftaincy 
disputes, land and boundary disputes or even over religious issues where such 
upheavals are capable of polarizing the social groups while giving them, the 
Mafia, centre point advantages or opportunities to serve as the only uniting and 
stabilizing force.97  
 
In this way, people see them as indispensable. Challenging their religious credentials as 
they often claim, the Kaduna State CAN Secretary once reiterated the fact that religion 
has just been a cover-up to most if not all of them:  
 
he knows the only way he can get sympathy is to say this is Islam and this is 
Christianity. How many of them go to Mosque, how many of them go to church, 
how many of them know God or have anything to do with the word of God. Even 
if they have posters and pictures in their rooms and show that they are Christians 
or Muslims, truly they don’t even love God and they don’t know anything about 
God.98 
 
From this insider view point, it is clear that the KM use both Christians and Muslims 
alike for the attainment of their personal as well as northern (Muslim) goals. Some of the 
Christians in question often do not know what they are up to as long as their own selfish 
desires are met coupled with the fact that those at the helm of affairs often do not expose 
their real intention. It is alleged that many of the members of the KM seldom recognize 
they are members because they are often simply required to carry out “request for favour” 
in the interest of the north, then expect a pat on the back, a national gift or 
                                                 
97 B. J. Takaya and S. G. Tyoden, The Kaduna Mafia, p. 100. 
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recommendation for the next high position.”99 Other areas where religion has and 
continues to be an issue worth our attention are the areas of political campaigns and the 
media. Closely tied to political campaigns and election into political offices is the shar`a  
issue that has and continues to be a thorny issue in Nigeria’s political history. 
 
4.4.4 Elections 
 
The history of political campaigns and elections in Nigeria has been characterized by 
intense religious exploitation as the politicians seeks to rise to power on the back of 
religion right from the second to the present fourth republic. As indicated earlier, the 
ethnic ‘virus’ that largely characterized the First Republic became secondary as religion 
took the centre stage from the 1980’s onwards. Religion became the basis for 
mobilization and the struggle for power in the Second Republic as it is the case today.  
 
Several factors, as we have indicated in the previous chapter, ranging from heated 
debates in the Constituent Assembly to the heightened religious riots, brought back 
religion as a key factor in the next phase of Nigerian politics. Suddenly, there was a re-
alignment between northern and southern Christians when Christians in the south realized 
that there were Christians in the north too. Having lived under the impression that all 
northerners were Muslims, the OIC incidence and several violent religious outbreaks 
raised new questions and brought about a shifting of allegiance. Southern Christians did 
not only realize that there were millions of Christians in the north but they also realized 
that the much talked-about threat of Islam was no longer the problem of northern 
Christians alone but that of all Christians in Nigeria. Apart from the realization that the 
whole of Nigeria was a target of Islamization, their own people were the worst hit in the 
riots. Northern Christians who had long lived under the dubious impression of “one 
north, one destiny” now painfully felt that their political future lay in aligning with their 
fellow Christians in the south to form a broader base for electoral contest.  
 
                                                 
99 B. J. Takaya and S. G. Tyoden, The Kaduna Mafia, p. 84. 
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The Kafanchan crisis and the subsequent victory of the Christian candidate in the election 
that followed, particularly that of the Kaduna Municipal Council, became a litmus test for 
optimism. Christians became more determine as never before seeing the pinnacle at 
which religion had taken them. They began to dream of replicating the same at state and 
national elections. Just as the Muslims have used religion to maintain the northern 
hegemony, Christians began to break away from their long held view of despising politics 
as dirty. Churches and clergymen began to mobilize their members including even 
clergymen joining politics in order to face the new realities. A new theology of this-world 
began to be developed to balance the one-sided other-worldly orientation long held by 
many. Kukah captures the mood when he declares:    
 
Many Christians would seem to have come to the conclusion that since religion 
has been a major factor in determining the staying power of the Muslims, it has 
become imperative for Christians now to use religion for achieving their socio-
political activity and the place of religion in the political process are being 
redefined as a means of dealing with these new political realities.100  
 
But even before the OIC controversy, the campaign that brought in the Second Republic 
under President Shehu Shagari had its own share of the competition. Even though the 
religious card was low profiled during the Shagari regime, he however benefited from it 
in very significant ways. This was clearly displayed in all aspects beginning from party 
formation right through to his administration. The NPN party was a northern formation 
for northern interests even though its motto was “one Nation, one Destiny, under one 
God.” Deceived by this empty rhetoric, some southern politicians, prominent among 
whom was Chuba Okadigbo blindly championed its cause in the south. The spokesman of 
the party had maintained that:  
 
the ten northern states would act as a body in the National Movement, but all 
southern states would have to come in as individual. The northerners would 
screen the credentials of the intending members from the south.101 
 
The likes of Okadigbo had no clue that they were only being used. Shagari’s role at the 
constituent assembly gave him the edge over his opponents. The Muslim protest and 
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walkout of the assembly’s proceedings was led by Shehu Shagari who was also their 
chief spokesman. It was therefore no coincidence that he picked the NPN ticket and 
consequently became president. The campaign was hinged on the veneer of Islam. This is 
clearly demonstrated in the verse of a renowned composer, Alhaji Dankwairo, who urged 
all Muslims to vote for him:  
 
since the time of Ahmadu Bello, there has never been another leader with power, 
except Alhaji Shehu Shagari, the trusted one. He is the grandson of the servant of 
God, he is a servant of God (bawan Allh). My happiness is that, our flag which 
has been lying on the ground in Mecca, the reign of Alhaji Shehu Shagari has 
raised it up, in the face of Islam today in the whole world, Nigeria is the first.102 
 
 Kukah has brilliantly analyzed this verse by pointing out that: 
 
tracing the lineage of the Alhaji Shagari to the name of Sardauna is important for 
the sentiments of the northern Muslims to the caliphate, and the fact that Alhaji 
Shagari is meant to sustain these interests especially as he is the servant of God. 
But the most powerful part of the verse lies in the claims about the implications of 
the Shagari regime for Islam. This is significant because of the fact that there is a 
belief among Muslims and Christians in Nigeria that in Mecca, flags of countries 
that have Muslim heads of state are flown full mast, while others, despite the 
number of Muslims in the country are not accorded the same privilege. The 
choice therefore was clear for the Nigerian Muslims who have to decide what role 
they want their religion to play, even more so as Alhaji Shagari has shown the 
way. As of the claim that in the face of all the world of Islam, Nigeria is second to 
none, the listener does not have any chance of finding out if this is true, and in 
fact he does not even care. But most Muslims most have known that in 1981, 
Nigeria had the highest number of pilgrims in that year’s hajj. It is only logical for 
the simple Nigerian Muslim to believe that in the circumstances, “in the face of 
Islam, Nigeria is the first,” as the composer rightly sang.103 
 
During his second campaign, people were lured with mundane things like clothes not 
only to vote for him by to make him look as one championing the cause of Islam. People 
were enticed with the Shagari cap and baban riga. When one of his spokesmen was 
asked about the significance of such gestures in the campaign, he maintained that: 
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they are to entice the infidels in our party. We have to use these clothes as gifts to 
them and make them Muslims, but first, they must be made to dress like 
Muslims.104  
 
When he won the election, he started showing his real colour which led to his downfall. 
He gave his cabinet the option to convert to Islam or to lose their positions. Chief 
Michael Prest, Head of Domestic Staff, who had already converted and changed his name 
to Mikhail, kept his job. Charles Igoh, Chief Press Secretary, who refused was removed 
and replaced by Abba Dabo, a Muslim from Kano. The president then appointed his son-
in-law, Shehu Galadanci, as adviser on security affairs.105 To climax it, he established the 
Board of Islamic Affairs, to function from his office. A contemporary observed: “men 
became boys, or girls, to get whatever appointment they loved.”106  
 
His Islamic agenda was further manifested through his use of state funds in favour of 
Islam, his movement of Nigeria’s capital from Lagos to Abuja and his portrayal of the 
capital as Islamic through architecture and other symbols. Although the original plan of 
the city made no provisions for places of worship, Shagari unilaterally altered it. Soon, 
‘id-al fitr prayer ground metamorphosed into a Mosque, built at a site originally 
earmarked for the construction of a primary school, all at government expense. Within 
one year, Muslims had acquired one praying ground and two giant mosques under 
construction in the most strategic areas of Abuja with huge donations from the federal 
government and Saudi Arabia.107 He soon appointed a Grand Qdh for Abuja and 
established a shar`a Court at Gwagwalada, all at government expense. Entrances into 
Abuja, leisure centres and parks were designed with Islamic architecture and the Arab-
originated logo of the old Northern Region.108 
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Shagari's use of religion became attractive to other contestants. It is said that Tunji 
Braithwaithe of the National Advance Party (NAP) changed his electoral manifesto from 
his plan to “…eradicate rats, mosquitoes, cockroaches etc”, to suddenly offering to “… 
take the nation back to God as an answer to national paralysis, spiritual decay, 
callousness and decay.”109 Politicians laid claims to religious names and symbols to win 
votes. Wilson Sabiya of UPN used his title “Reverend” to contest for votes.110 His 
opponents, especially the Muslims, used this to challenge his suitability as they projected 
him as someone who would only fight for the Christian cause. In the southwest, Victor 
Olunloyo, the NPN gubernatorial candidate, appealed not only to the “son of the soil” 
sentiments but also laid claims to his religious credentials as prerequisite for his 
worthiness. He maintained that his dual identities as one belonging to both a Christian 
and Muslim family set him apart as evidence of his suitability for the governorship of 
Oyo State. Lekan Balogun, the NPP gubernatorial candidate, suddenly sprouted a Muslim 
middle name to become Lekan Moshood Balogun.111 They often quoted profusely from 
Christian literature including the Bible itself, and some went to the extent of carrying 
their baptismal cards to political rallies to dispel any insinuation that they were not 
Christians112. 
  
The euphoria spilled to students all over university campuses, especially in the north. One 
such example of religious sentiment in student election as we have mentioned above was 
the Student’s Union elections in Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria. The staff introduced 
religion to the elections by organizing Christian students to vote for only Christian 
candidates. When it became clear from the counting of the votes that the Christian 
candidate was going to win, the Muslim students invaded the counting centres and 
destroyed the election papers. Prior to the election, one of the campaign slogans 
popularly used by the Christian candidate, one Stephen, was that: “A vote for Steve is a 
vote for Christ.”113  
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During the failed 3rd transition to civilian rule, the game continued as usual. Alhaji Bashir 
Tofa, the NRC candidate, was allegedly reprimanded for using religion in the campaign. 
In 1990, he called for a jihâd against the Christians to enhance his chances: “…it is time 
to begin the offensive. Let us find our own Islamic jihâd in Nigeria to counteract the evil 
machinations of the Christian Association of Nigeria.”114 When General Gowon tried to 
stage a come-back as a civilian president through the ballot box, he was scuffled out of 
the race by the very people who have always pretended to be his supporters. Little did he 
know that his earlier identity as “the boy” from Wusasa (the base of Hausa/Fulani 
Christianity) had been changed to that of an “un-Islamic Christian boy” from Pankshin on 
the Plateau when he reneged on his promise to return power to the civilians which the 
Northern oligarchy were optimistic of dominating. Following in the footsteps of Sheikh 
Abubakar Gumi, who championed the anti-Gowon campaign then,115 his opponent, 
Dalhatu Tafida, allegedly employed religion to destroy his campaign in Zaria. Gowon 
himself alleged that:  
 
religion was used recklessly even by people who had sworn to protect the 
constitution… Voters were openly told not to vote (for) General Gowon because 
he is a Christian. Some of General Gowon’s supporters were intimidated and 
vilified in mosques… Islamic Malams were used to campaign against the 
endorsement of General Gowon…in order for fear to be instilled in the minds of 
the delegates, a religious demonstration was staged in Zaria by a group…to drive 
the message home that the General must be rejected or else there would be a 
religious crisis in which delegates would be slaughtered.116 
 
This trend has never been reversed. Rather, it has become worse as the recent transition 
to civilian rule beginning from 1999 to date depicts. The fact that religion had become 
extremely politicized and was used as a tool to influence and mobilize voters became 
evidently glaring. All the contestants from the local to the national level suddenly became 
religious to the point that the shar`a  issue which many thought had gone for good was 
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resurrected and claimed numerous casualties in lives and property that are better imagine 
than described.  
 
A close look at the party manifestos led one Nigerian journalist to declare them the 
“manifestations of emptiness.”117 Obasanjo’s ‘born again’ posture rang louder during his 
political campaign than his party’s manifesto. An observer observed that in 1970’s and 
1980’s when Obasanjo was military head of state which needed no election, he suggested 
that African juju and voodoo should be deployed against the apartheid rulers in South 
Africa but that when he resurfaced as elected civilian head of state in 1999 with more 
elections to come, he had changed into a Bible-quoting Christian. He carried the 
symptoms of the outbreak of religious fashion to new hypocritical height, having studied 
the Nigeria psychic well.118 Both during the first and second elections in 1999 and 2003, 
he claimed that it was God who directed him to run for the presidency. When pressure 
was mounting on him to step down after his first tenure, he dismissed that as the work of 
the devil and maintained that “it was God’s intention for him to remain in office”, having 
“applied to God for a go-ahead to run for re-election.” Even his strangled third term bid 
was said to have been a directive from God to ‘fix Nigeria.’ Obasanjo’s close ties with 
prominent Baptist and Pentecostal leaders and his numerous calls on Nigerians to “pray 
and fast” for the prosperity and stability of Nigeria gave him a significant standing in the 
minds of most Christians to the point that many voted for his successor, President Umaru 
Musa Yar’adua, a Muslim, because they felt that their interests would be more secured 
with Obasanjo as the leader of PDP board. It was assumed that Yar’adua would not be 
allowed to go against Christian interests under Obasanjo’s chairmanship of the board. 
Worried by Obasanjo’s exploitation of religion, a public commentator prophetically 
observed that:  
 
a man who mistakes the task of running a country for being a pastor to his nation 
should not complain if his competitors also invoke God in their equally cynical, 
often destructive purposes.119 
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As if a fulfilment of prophecy, not only did his major rival contender, General Buhari of 
the ANPP, continue to stick to his “famous remark about good Muslims voting for 
Muslim candidate”120 but the shar`a  issue was resuscitated in Zamfara State to be 
quickly followed by other eleven northern states. In July 2008, more than a year after he 
had left office, Obasanjo got another opportunity to exploit and manipulate religion by 
invoking the name of God when he told Nigerians to expect their dream of electricity 
from God. In view of the revelations of the billions of Naira siphoned under the guise of 
providing electricity to the nation during his tenure with nothing to show for it, a 
journalist confronted him by asking “Sir, what advice do you have on the power problem 
in the country?” Obasanjo unashamedly said Nigerians should take their electricity 
problem to God, adding that they should take to God anything they do not have which 
they wished to have or cannot get.121 This brings to mind the analysis offered by 
Saharareporters, an independent media firm based in the USA, on the inferno that 
engulfed the building of the Nigeria Port Authority in Lagos in June 2008. Their analysis 
was properly captured in the headline which reads: 
“Nigeria Ports Authority Building on Fire 
Cause: Corruption and Embezzlement by the NPA Board 
Next Step: Set up Commission of Inquiry 
Findings: It was an Act of God.”122 
 
4.4.5 The Shar`a  Issue 
Much ink has been spilled for and against the shar`a  palaver and Nigeria’s secular 
status that we do not need any repetition here. The cutting edge has been a mixture of 
religious as well political goals, as earlier stated, whether it is the heated debate in the 
Constituent Assembly in 1977 -1978 or the recent reintroduction of shar`a  in some 
northern states. The timing vividly buttresses the political dimension. Both were timed 
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during transition periods and championed by politicians to enhance their chances among 
the masses. Consequently, many including even some Nigerian Muslims have labelled 
Nigeria’s shar`a a ‘political shar`a. Sanusi, a Northern Muslim and an independent 
scholar and the present Governor of the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) describes it thus:  
…The reform of the law was started by politicians but found popular support in 
the environment of despondency, frustration and discontent. The reform received 
immediate intellectual support from pro-Wahhabi neo-fundamentalist movements 
who did not initiate them but who shared a vision of replacing the discourse on 
the state by the discourse on society, thus strengthening the state as agent of 
personal morality while understating the critical role of political ethics and 
ideology.123  
Shar`a , being a religious law, is the prerogative of religious leaders, but the politicians 
in Nigeria have used it to reap huge political dividends notwithstanding the disaster that 
comes with their action. Kukah has rightly called on religious leaders to wake up from 
slumber to rescue the soul of Nigeria from the hands of the politicians: 
that is why it is very important for us religious leaders to rescue religion from the 
hands of politicians. All the politicians are looking for is attention and 
popularity.124.   
 
A lot of people were disappointed with General Obasanjo’s handling of the reintroduced 
shar`a law in Zamfara State followed by eleven other northern states. Instead of nipping 
it in the bud and calling the initiator, Governor Ahmed Sani Yarima of Zamfara State, to 
order, as people expected, Obasanjo did not take the campaigners serious. He dismissed 
them as "foot soldiers of cynical political strategists" and maintained that it will not 
endure due to its political motivation. At a Christian rally in Lagos in December 2007, six 
months after the expiration of his second term as president, he confessed that the 
reintroduction of shar`a  by the twelve northern states was the biggest test of his 
administration as it threatened the corporate existence of Nigeria were it not for his 
cautious handling of the issue. He claimed, vindicated and reiterated “I said if shar`a  is 
                                                 
123 Quoted by F. Kogelmann, “The “Sharia Factor” in Nigeria’s 2003 Elections” in Benjamin F. Soares, 
Muslim-Christian Encounters in Africa (Leiden: Brill, 2006): p. 258. 
124 Quoted in U. H. D. Danfulani and D. Westerlund, Studies on Inter-Religious Relations 15 (Uppsala: 
Universitetstryckeriet, 2005): p. 69. 
 206
of God, it will survive, but if it is political shar`a  it will fizzle out. Where is shar`a  
today?125  
 
Although recent events show that it has not fizzled out as he claimed, it is not our focus 
here. His boasting shows an underestimation of the religious goal of those who want 
shar`a  as their ultimate goal is nothing short of establishing an Islamic state with a 
shar`a  constitution which is still an ongoing struggle in Nigeria today as earlier noted. 
Why did Obasanjo handle the shar`a  issue in this way? It may not be unconnected with 
the experience he had with this same issue when he was the military Head of State 
between 1976 and 1979. Anyone familiar with Nigeria’s political history would know 
that this same shar`a  issue generated a great deal of controversy in the late 1970’s and 
later in the 1980’s which brought about the Constituent Assembly that almost set the 
country ablaze were it not for the intervention of General Obasanjo himself. The demand 
for a Federal Shar`a  Court of Appeal was in large part a calculated attempt by the 
northern ruling class to gain political advantage in the politics of the second republic, 
knowing quiet well that Murtala and Obasanjo were setting all machinery on ground for a 
return to democracy.  
 
The debate revealed the danger of religion in politics. Unruly behaviour and sectarian or 
unguarded utterances went beyond measure. Gumi said a secular state is “an atheistic 
state”.126 Elsewhere, he assured all Nigerians that Nigeria will know “no peace and 
stability without shar`a .”127 Alhaji Turi Muhammadu noted that “the other person said 
the whole provision of the shar`a  should be wiped out. If that is his idea, then all the 
Muslims in the country should be wiped out too.”128 He and many like him took this 
posture and evoked these alarming images of violence and suppression in order to create 
a religious constituency which they believe they and their type could mobilize to defend 
their privileges and perpetuate themselves in power to continue to exploit the people and 
resources of Nigeria. These unruly politicians recruited and mobilized students to whip 
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up sympathy for their selfish political gains. Students’ demonstrations broke out in some 
cities in the north with banners reading: “No Shar`a, No Peace, No Shar`a, No 
Constitution, No Shar`a, No Muslims, No Nigeria etc.”129 Abiola also used it in the 
south following his political misadventures and frustrations with the northern ruling class 
hoping that it would enhance his chances in the second republic.130 Those who knew him 
well said of him, “he considers religion like a plaything, a pastime. I consider him to be a 
self seeking, self serving, flippant opportunist.”131 No wonder, his enthusiasm died down 
when he did not achieve his aim. Shar`a  was their only weapon for mobilization in the 
North. 
 
Having followed the unpatriotic manner in which the debate was being conducted, 
General Obasanjo warned: 
 
apparently, actions and utterances of some members inside and outside the 
Assembly are pointing in the direction of the political history of the last 17 years 
repeating itself… Let me say that the confidence and trust of our people in you 
must not be shaken or betrayed. But by your actions, attitudes and utterances, 
some of you are making this happen, because you have either failed to sufficiently 
appreciate the consequences of promoting divisions in the country or lack the 
will, the experience, the where-withal of a good statesman rather than a good 
politician.132 
 
His warning fell on deaf ears because some people were bent on rocking the boat. As a 
result, the federal military government ruled that no Islamic Federal Court of Appeal 
should be created, but all states that expressed the wish could have courts of first instance 
and shar`a appeal courts. If a judgment by any such court should be contested as 
unconstitutional, the Federal Court of Appeal in the second instance and the Federal 
Supreme Court in the last instance would decide on its constitutionality. 133 The Muslims 
were furious while the Christians were happy unknown to them that the scotch was only 
                                                 
129 Quoted in West Africa, 24.4.78, p. 779. 
130M. K. O. Abiola went as far as acquiring for himself the religious title of “Baban Adini” of Yoruba-land 
as Alhaji Wahab Folawiyo had done, New Nigerian, 23.05.85. 
131 Interview with Dr. Junaidu Mohammed in M.H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern 
Nigeria, p. 136. 
132 “Obasanjo’s warning to Assembly Members”, in West Africa, 24.4.78, p. 778. 
133 U. Birai, “Islamic Tajdid and the Political Process in Nigeria”, pp. 23-24. 
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momentary. Philip Ostien has gone as far as suggesting that Christians should take 
responsibility for the revival of shar`a  law in 1999 for their failure to tackle the issue 
once and for all during the “debacle of 1979.”134 
 
Obasanjo’s reaction to the reintroduction of shar`a  in the twelve northern states when he 
came back as civilian president in 1999 could best be seen in this light. He thought that it 
was still the same political gimmick which would eventually evaporate. Many people still 
see it this way and it is a big mistake that only time will tell. People wondered why the 
so-called shar`a  was not reintroduced during the Second Republic and the long period 
of military rule all under northern Muslims and concluded it was just a political ploy to 
(or partly to) undermine the power of the central government and to win back power to 
the north, Obasanjo being from the south and a Christian.135 
 
When Governor Ahmed Sani, governor of Zamfara first reintroduced it in Zamfara State, 
he reaped huge political gains. He became very popular overnight which led to others 
emulating him. The 2003 re-election campaign, especially in the northern states, was 
decided on how best each candidate represented the shar`a  issue. It is alleged that 
during the campaign rally of the incumbent Governor of Sokoto State, Attahiru Dalhatu 
Bafarawa, maintained that if a certain region in the state did not enjoy water supplies six 
months after his re-election, the population should feel free to stone him.136 Within 
Zamfara State, Sani moved against supporters of his political opponents and threatened to 
use ‘jihâd’, a provision in the shar`a , against them.137 The ploy worked as they were ‘re-
elected’ as governors of their respective states. The gains of standing behind shar`a  
have resulted to what Falola described as “No one aspire to, or hold political office in 
Nigeria without pretending to be religious.”138 The debate over the shar`a  will continue 
not only because Nigerians see it as a means for advancing their political fortunes as 
                                                 
134 P. Ostien, “An Opportunity Missed by Nigeria’s Christians: The 1976 - 78 Sharia Debate Revisited” in 
B. F. Soares (ed), Muslim-Christian Encounters in Africa, pp 221-255. 
135 Eg, See U. H. D. Danfulani and D. Westerlund, Studies on Inter-Religious Relations 15, p. 46. 
136 The Guardian, 26 March 2003 n.p. 
137 U. H. D. Danfulani and D. Westerlund, Studies on Inter-Religious Relations 15, p. 66. 
138 T. Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of Religious Politics and Secular Ideologies, p. 93. 
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groups or as individuals but because it also carries with it religious goal which is 
intrinsically bound up to the political goal as aforementioned.  
 
Their Christian counterparts are not any better as they too also turned to religion, as 
earlier indicated. They warned the Christians of shar`a  and its ills to the society and 
posed as the most qualified to counteract the monster and put the Muslims in their right 
place. They warned traditional rulers and all indigenes not to sell land or even rent their 
houses to Muslim ‘settlers’ as a precaution for limiting their infiltration. Some promised 
that if elected, they would adopt an alleged master plan of some Christian dominated 
cities aiming at dislodging some Muslim settlements within such cities to give the cities 
their proper Christian outlook. Some went as far as illegally acquiring arms and training 
youth groups in para-military operations should there be any Muslim aggression to 
protect the church, as they claim. Cars and assorted gifts were showered on pastors and 
churches as their expression of love for God and his work. Some political aspirants 
including many nursing the ambition have stormed theological institutions as full time or 
part time students to drive home a point on their Christian credential and commitment. In 
fact, some became governors and traditional rulers soon after graduating from such 
seminaries as many Christians went out of their ways to campaign for would-be “pastor-
governors” and “pastor-traditional chiefs.” Many so-called pastors today fill politically 
appointed offices. Many churches offer rich politicians front seats regardless of who they 
are and how they acquire their wealth as long as they continue to give. Love for mammon 
has led to a redefinition of godliness as more gifts translate into more faith in the giver. 
They too have reaped huge political gains as evidence suggests in recent elections. Many 
Christians in the Middle Belt have emerged as winners.139 A strong sense of unity is 
prevailing among Christians, just like their Muslim counterparts, using the CAN as the 
basis for their political platform. In fact, some former CAN chairmen have contested 
elective positions with or without success under the impression that their service in CAN 
would give them an edge over their opponents. The utterances and ideas of some 
                                                 
139 For example, apart from many at the state assembly and local government levels, the present governor 
of Plateau state, David Jonah Jang and the former governor of Taraba state, Jolly Nyame both studied at the 
Theological College of Northern Nigeria (TCNN). The former Bwong Gwom Jos, Da Victor Dung Pam, 
also occupied the exalted position after he graduated from TCNN.       
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Christian candidates are not different from those of their Muslim counterparts. The 
scenario sadly portray a picture of a lawless land where any one can say whatever he or 
she likes. Chief Arthur Nzeribe, the multi-millionaire businessman from Imo State is 
known for his repeated call on all Christians to unite and elect a Christian president, 
based on the same terms as some Muslims have suggested for the Muslims. This is a shift 
from his 1992 position during the failed transition when he is alleged to have insisted that 
both presidential candidates of the two parties must be Christian southerners.140  
 
Christian as well as Muslim politicians have found an additional strategy of holding firm 
to their position by luring traditional rulers with money. Traditional titles have become a 
commodity to be won by the highest bidder. Due to the enormous influence of traditional 
rulers in society, politicians have used it to their advantage. Traditional rulers boost the 
fortunes of politicians by conferring on them traditional titles as a political fiat. They also 
go out of their legitimate role of educating the electorate as fathers of the land and 
maintainers of tradition to campaign for the politicians along religious, ethnic and 
regional divides, using church pulpits and the mosques including the media to sell their 
candidates. 
 
4.4.6 The Media 
 
Most media outfits in Nigeria lack credibility because of unprofessional and parochial 
interests. Many, if not most journalists including editors, managing directors and 
publishers, are seen as more interested in serving their patron’s interests. The excessive 
biases, fabrications and partisanship of some Nigerian journalists are therefore no longer 
news. Gone is the pre-independence spirit when Nigerian media were in the fore-front of 
mobilizing people for change, and a positive one for that matter. Uche notes that “when 
Nigeria attained independence in 1960, media orientation shifted from national unity, 
identity, and integration to reinforcing tribal and sectional loyalties”.141 This is affirmed 
by Mohammed who also notes that “events in the first republic were reworked with 
                                                 
140 M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, p. 261. 
141 L. U. Uche, Mass Media, People and Politics in Nigeria (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 
1989): p. 99. 
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regional, ethnic or political bias by the mass media”.142 Contrary to the Nigerian Union of 
Journalist (NUJ) code of conduct, Nigerian journalists and media outfits, including the 
international media, have helped in fanning and sustaining the embers of bigotry in 
Nigeria, be it religious, political or ethnic conflict they are reporting. In a multi-voiced 
country like Nigeria where a national identity is often subsumed under ethnic or religious 
identity, the tendency of manipulating the media is self evident bearing in mind that most 
media in Nigeria still are largely under government control.143 The privately owned serve 
the interests of their founders as noted. With over 70 television stations, 100 radio 
stations and 50 newspapers and magazines, alongside the recent access to the internet, 
religious and ethnic bigots seek to undo one another. The Yugoslavia144 and Rwanda145 
experiences are re-enacting themselves in Nigeria. Today, most Nigerians see those they 
are familiar with. They have become the mouthpiece of their religions, regions or any 
other parochial interests due to biased reporting, especially during crisis periods, instead 
of being instruments for national integration.  
 
Drawing extensively from literature on media coverage of crises as well as using case 
studies, Omenugha and Ukwueze conclude that Nigeria's media are more of an “enemy 
within.”146 They argue that: 
 
the effects of the mass media appear, perhaps to be more potent in conflicts they 
generate than in their real impact on the people and events. While there is no 
                                                 
142 B. J. Mohammed, The Nigerian Press and Ibrahim Babangida Military Administration, 1985 – 1993 
(Ibadan: Book Builders, 2003): p. 35. 
143 Most Nigerians now prefer to listen or watch international stations than Nigeria’s because they are tired 
of hearing government propaganda. It is an anathema for a state-owed media organization in Nigeria to 
give a favourable coverage to any person or party with views and interests that differ from those of the state 
governor, all in the pretentious name of “national interest” or of “moving the nation forward”. 
144 It is still within living memory what happened in former Yugoslavia when the nation’s media 
distinguished among the population between the abusers – members of one ethnic group – and the victims – 
members of the other. The rest is story. See G. Ferzis, “Think Local, Teach Global: National Identity and 
Media Education” in http://archive.waccglobal.org, accessed on 29.03.2010. 
145 The Hutu-led Radio/Television Mille Collines became one of the instruments for the escalation of the 
bloody conflict by broadcasting extreme messages of hatred against the Tutsi population and informing 
Hutus where they could find Tutsis to kill them during the genocide in Rwanda. These messages included 
threats along the lines of “you cockroaches must know you are made of flesh. We won’t let you kill. We 
will kill you." See G. Ferzis, Ibid.   
146 K. A. Omenugha and C. Ukwueze, “Enemy Within: Media Reports of Crises in Nigeria” in E. M. 
Majoye, E. Arhagba, E. Soola and L. Oso (eds.), Media, Dialogue, Peace Building and reconciliation: 
Conference Proceedings (Abraka: African Council for Communication Education, 2008): p. 454. 
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doubt that they have great potentials to resolve crises, they equally demonstrate 
ability to create conflicts.147  
 
As we shall show shortly, whenever there is a crisis in Nigeria, the truth is always 
eclipsed by religious, political, ethnic and cultural biases depending on which media 
outfit or individual journalist is reporting the crisis as it unfolds. As has been observed 
time and again, the reason for this is obvious: the gatekeepers of the media have become 
“guard dogs” rather than “watchdogs”.148 When they don’t create a conflict, they 
celebrate it, especially when it is their “group” that is having an upper hand in the 
conflict, as they often go out of their way to protect their “people” with unsubstantiated 
claims. As a result, many Nigerians no longer trust what they read or hear from both local 
and international media, leaving them more dependent on rumours, especially during 
violent clashes. 
 
Internationally, the activities of media outfits like the British Broadcasting Corporation 
(BBC), Voice of America (VOA), Radio Deutsche Welle or Muryan Jamus and Radio 
France, which have Hausa services manned mostly by Hausa-Fulani Muslims from 
Northern Nigeria, Niger republic, Ghana and Cameroon have gone a long way in 
worsening Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria. This remains a crucial area for future 
research since it is beyond the scope of this research. An example is the most recent Jos 
riots (Nov. 2008). Their biased reporting was partly responsible for the spread of the 
crises as they only reported in favour of the Hausa-Fulani Muslims. The world was told 
that it was a government-backed genocide (the state governor being a Christian) likened 
to what happened in Rwanda in 1994 and the Democratic Republic of Congo, carried out 
by Christians against the Muslim population of the city. Many corpses (alleged to be 
three hundred) were lined up in the central mosques to give the impression and whip up 
sentiments that indeed the Muslims were targets of annihilation. One does not need a seer 
to figure out how hallow this propaganda is given the fact that Christians were mostly 
                                                 
147 Ibid. 
148 E. Amin, Communication, Media and Conflict Management in Nigeria (Enugu: Prime Targets Limited, 
2004): p. 122, citing P.J. Tichenor, G. A. Donohue and C. N. Olien, “Mass Media Flow and Differential 
Growth in Knowledge” in Public Opinion Quarterly, 34, 159-170 (1995): p. 116. 
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taken unaware on the first day of the crisis. In a press conference soon after the crisis, 
Pandang Yamsat rightly observed that: 
 
the report which says that 300 Muslims were massacred by Christians on the first 
day of the crisis is but a propaganda that will never hold water because no one 
could have had opportunity to identify and count his own dead at the heat of the 
crisis and even bury such on same day and if the Muslims did, they must have 
buried the Christians they massacred along with Muslims killed as if all were their 
own. This will account for the cries from ethnic communities and church 
denominations of missing members still at large.149  
 
Even if they were Muslim corpses, when has it become acceptable in journalism to 
identify one side-the Christians as the aggressors and the other – the Muslims – as the 
victims? What contribution to a peaceful resolution of the conflict, as their profession 
demands, would this type of projection bring? In other crises, these media outfits often 
interviewed only Hausa-Fulani Muslims who normally give them their own side of the 
story leaving the Christian public perplexed as their own side of the story is never 
reported. In the previous Jos-Plateau riots, the Plateau State House of Assembly and the 
Church of Christ in Nigeria (COCIN) had to issue protest statements condemning the 
international media. In its 54th General Church Council, COCIN called on the 
international media outfits to as a matter of urgency, fairness, justice and equal 
representation recruit Christian reporters as members of staff since not all Hausa speakers 
in Nigeria are Muslims.150 It is alleged that Grace Abdu, a Christian, became a 
correspondent of the VOA in the central state and now a full member of staff at the head 
office in the USA because of this call by the Church. The BBC which is considered the 
neo-colonial tool of Islamizing Nigeria did not heed the call but relocated its reporter, 
Shehu Salawa, to neighbouring Muslim dominated city of Bauchi from where he reports 
to date.151  
 
                                                 
149 P. Yamsat, “Christians are the Victims of the Jos November 28, 2008, Mayhem”, Being a Paper read at 
COCIN’S World Press Conference on December 19th, 2008, NUJ Secretariat, Jos, p. 7. 
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Many print outfits now serve as media to market the ambitions of their founders and pull 
down real or perceived obstacles to their goals, in the name of serving as the voice of the 
voiceless, watch dogs and so on. Senator Adeyemi sees it as a threat to national security 
and cohesion in a situation whereby only the political publishers’ interest and voices are 
heard, as is the case with most Nigeria print outfits. He decried how journalists have had 
to dance to the tune of the employers and therefore liable to corrupt practices to make 
ends meet. In his words, he maintains that since “the interest” of most media owners: 
 
is the money, the power, the economic benefit of setting up a media house and the 
political influence. And because they don’t care about the welfare of Nigerian 
journalists, who live in poverty, they [the journalists] live in corruption. It is the 
greatest threat to the stability of this country.152 
Adeyemi’s position on media ownership in Nigeria has clearly shown that we are in for a 
hard time as far as objective information dissemination for national security is concerned 
in Nigeria today. Several papers have only enhanced the division in the body politic as 
the publications are often conditioned by intra-party and inter-party intrigues. In the end 
they only manage to foist anger on society and the perpetrators of the violence and fail to 
deal with the real issues. There is no security of job for journalists, especially general 
managers who are randomly replaced depending on who is in the corridor of power. 
Editors who do not dance to the wishes of their proprietors are sacked. They are often 
bluntly told that editorial freedom does not stretch to the rejection of any material that 
could boost the political interests of the owners or the government. The recent (2008) 
temporal closure of Channel TV for reporting that the president was ill and might likely 
resign as president is a rude reminder.153 Today, you do not need to be told who owns or 
who is in charge of a media outfit especially upon reading their contents or listening to 
their broadcasts as editorial judgments and news contents are slanted in favour of either 
Islam or Christianity. A columnist once said:  
                                                 
152 E. Oraetoka, “Media: Threat to Democracy” in Village Square, 10.10.2008. 
153 Chanel TV, Abuja was shut down by Yar’adua but quickly reopened due to public outcry because it 
reported that Yar’adua may resign his post as head of state due to ill health. 
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The republic had become so partisan that the reader gets the truth he pays for: if 
he buys Concord he gets Concord’s truth, and if he buys Sketch, he gets Sketch’s 
brand of the truth.154  
 
This sad scenario is not a new development but it is as old as Nigeria itself, a departure 
from pre-independence days. The Sardauna was unambiguous when he declared during 
the launching of New Nigeria newspaper, the voice of the north and also the voice of 
Islam, prior to his demise on January 1st, 1966, that: 
 
it used to be generally considered as being generally improper for one to blow 
one’s own trumpet. But the fact has emerged and has been demonstrated time and 
time again, that nowadays, if you do not blow your own trumpet, no one will blow 
it for you – for the simple reason that they are busy blowing theirs.155 
 
During the early days, the New Nigeria newspaper and Federal Radio Corporation of 
Nigeria (FRCN) both in Kaduna were properly utilized for this goal. Kukah dedicated a 
whole chapter of his book to these powerful propaganda machines of the Hausa-Fulani 
elites notwithstanding the fact that they are federally owed.156 When they were criticized 
for such approach, the paper’s director defended its orientation, “as a Northern 
newspaper, we shall seek to identify ourselves with the North and its people, their 
interests and aspirations. For that we have no apology to offer.” He further said: 
 
criticism of the newspaper’s bias for northern interests and causes are hypocritical 
because there is no newspaper in the country that does not champion sectional or 
group interest…we would continue to fight for the introduction of shar`a , the 
application of quota system or federal character in all spheres of our national 
life.157  
 
One would wish that the situation was different today. Unfortunately, Nigerians have 
taken this as a wise counsel and everyone, Christians and Muslims alike, are busy 
blowing their hate songs over the waves across the country. Their roles in the Jos-Plateau 
crises as in others showed they have not changed. During the Jos-Plateau state conflicts, 
the FRCN Kaduna in particular reported in favour of Muslims by painting the picture of 
                                                 
154 A. Agbaje, "Freedom of the Press and Party Politics in Nigeria: Precepts, Retrospect and Prospects” in 
African Affairs (2003): pp. 205-226. 
155 “Premier’s Speech” in New Nigerian, 1.1.66, n.p.  
156 M. H. Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power and Power in Northern Nigeria, pp. 67-114. 
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 216
Christians attacking Muslims or indigenes who do not like the Hausa-Fulani attacking 
them and destroying their properties. They only reported the damage done to the Hausa-
Fulani Muslims and never cared that Christians were first attacked. Adigun Agbaje 
concludes that: 
 
The behaviour of the media should be seen within the context of Nigeria society, 
the plurality of interests, the dwindling resources of the state, the tendency to see 
the state as a resource to be exploited, appropriating scarce public resources for 
private gains, and the heightening of rivalry for these dwindling resources, it is 
not surprising that the press has become an important part of the partisan 
struggles.158   
 
A recent instance where the New Nigerian Newspaper demonstrated its long held 
orientation was during the state of emergency declared in Plateau state following the 
2004 crises.  Notwithstanding the crises that had rocked Kano, the paper unprofessionally 
argued that the emergency suits Plateau state and not Kano state. It vigorously supported 
the declaration because the majority of the owners – Hausa/Fulani Muslims – were in 
favour of the declaration. Their position is reflected in the comments of the then 
chairman of the Northern Governors Forum (19 states), Ibrahim Saminu Turaki (former 
Governor of Jigawa state), that the issues of “settler” and “indigene-ship” are both 
unconstitutional. In view of the fact that the crises revolved around the issues of “settler-
indigeneship”, coupled with the double standard of the governor, who knew that what he 
said was not obtainable in his state, the newspaper carried it for the interest of the 
majority of its owners. Its headlines were illustrative, “Dariye’s (Plateau Governor) 
lackadaisical attitude and uneven handedness made him part of the problem”, “The 
President acted in good faith”, "State of emergency in Plateau justified”.159 During the 
shar`a  riots, any newspaper, radio or television based in the north, owned and funded by 
a northern government, individual or group(s) offered all forms of justification for 
shar`a  irrespective of the secular character of the Nigerian state. They rather de-
emphasized all forms of killing and destruction caused by the riots than calling a spade a 
                                                 
158 A. Agbaje, “Freedom of the Press and Party Politics in Nigeria: Precepts, Retrospect and Prospects” in 
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spade. The media based in the south and east dominated by Christians emphasized the 
negative dimensions of such crises. 
 
Even though not many media practitioners would agree with this, at least publicly, as it 
would be tantamount to washing their dirty linens in public as some have always 
cautioned, journalists like Ujudud Shariff are beginning to call for responsible journalism 
as the only antidote or panacea to the apparent low prestige, public image and perception 
of Nigerian Journalists by the populace. Being a journalist, columnist, public information 
manager and public relations practitioner for over three decades among other 
responsibility held, he admits that journalists are daily corrupted to entice favourable or 
negative coverage as the case warrants.160  
 
4.5 Perspectives and Analysis on Religious Manipulation in Nigeria 
 
Bearing in mind all that has been said with its effects on society, one would assume that 
Nigerians would need no push to recognize the intrigues of the manipulators for what it is 
and to take a stance against it. The opposite however seems to be the case as there is still 
a great disparity between the views held by the elite with that of ordinary Nigerians. With 
their eyes opened, most of the elite have sought alternative interpretations or out-right 
dismissal of the thesis to keep the masses in perpetual ignorance. Despite the pretence on 
the side of the manipulators, there seems to be a consensus among many Nigerians who 
have sought to nail down the manipulation of religion as a factor in Nigeria’s 
predicaments even though their contributions seem to remain at the theoretical and elite 
level with no bottom-up impact. This is why the masses continue to wallow in their 
ignorance as they are being deceived into ascribing the several religious riots as 
something that has been programmed by God through His providence, rather than seeing 
these events as man-made. The fact that several people have expressed concern about the 
manipulation of religion in Nigeria which has led to several violent outbreaks means it 
has been and continues to be a threat to Nigeria’s progress.  
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Other examples of such voices from the home front since the work of Y. B. Yusufu 
include the works of Jibril Ibrahim, H. M. Kukah, Toyin Falola, Ogbu U. Kalu, Pat 
William, Cyril O. Imo, Ibrahim Musa, Ignatius A. Kaigama, Rotgak I. Gofwen, Sanusi L. 
Sanusi, Muhammed Haruna and Wole Soyinka, just to mention but a few.  Jibril Ibrahim 
blames it on the political class who have taken advantage of the mobilizing force of 
religion to grasp power and consequently economic resources.161 Writing on ethno-
religious conflicts in Northern Nigeria, Jibril Ibrahim and Toure Kazah-Toure point out 
that the failure of the Nigerian project due to authoritarian leadership, the emergence of 
an over-centralized state, elite manipulation, irresponsible mass media, and corruption. 
As a result Nigerians are forced to resort to other levels of solidarity such as the religious 
in search of security.162 For Kukah, the Hausa-Fulani hegemony in Nigeria has been 
achieved on the veneer of the Islamic religion. This, according to him, has prompted their 
Christian counterpart to resort to using religion too to achieve their socio-political 
ambitions.163 Matthew Kukah and Toyin Falola elsewhere have argued that Islam 
provides the Hausa-Fulani traditional and bureaucratic elites with an important 
instrument of political and economic advancement in post-colonial Nigeria.164 
Commenting on the economic attraction, Ogbu U. Kalu affirms that as the competition 
for the dwindling resources intensify, religion, even if manipulated, becomes central in 
the political discourse.165 Pat William and Toyin Falola have attributed the conflicts to 
two sides of the same coin. On the one hand, the state itself often manipulates religious 
issues to remain relevant and on the other side, the political class that dominates the state 
uses religion as a means to consolidate its hegemony and control.166 Cyril O. Imo also 
observes that even though a good number of Nigerian politicians, both Muslims and 
Christians, are not themselves committed to religion, they nevertheless try to appeal to 
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the religious consciences of the populace to gain their votes.167 Ibrahim Musa opts for 
secular option for Nigeria instead of theocracy because of the abusive way in which 
religion is being manipulated. He observes how religion, which was not so much an issue 
in national affairs prior to the Buhari’s regime, suddenly provided the motivation, 
ideology and justification for rebellion and suppression as it became a factor in the body 
polity and administration of Nigeria.168 Ignatius A. Kaigama alleges that in order to score 
cheap political, social and even economic goals, politicians use religion as a tool to 
canvas political votes or to run down opponents.169 Rotgak I. Gofwen sees the problem of 
religious conflict in Northern Nigeria as an intimate product of the intra-elite struggle for 
power between the Southern and Northern factions of the Nigerian power elite.170 Sanusi 
L. Sanusi observes that even though religion is inseparable from politics in Islam, those 
who manipulate religion must learn to know where religion ends and where politics 
begins for the sake of a corporate Nigeria.171 Mohammed Haruna tries to exonerate 
religion from blame against our earlier argument but affirms that religion is being 
manipulated in Nigeria.172 Commenting on the introduction of shar`a  law in some 
Northern states of Nigeria, the Nobel Laureate, Wole Soyinka, who claims to be neither a 
Christian nor a Muslims, condemns the shar`a  advocates as those who abuse 
knowledge, faith, piety and showing themselves to be nothing but real impious 
secularists, who merely manipulate religion for political ends.173  
 
From the international scene, scholars of religion in Africa and Nigeria in particular have 
also lent their voices. Henry Bienen argues that even though Nigeria does not have a state 
religion, religion “provides a language, a set of values, and institutions through which 
groups struggle and over which groups contend, both within and between religious 
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communities.174 John Hunwick has argued convincingly that since the jihâd of Uthman 
Dan Fodio, there has been a close symbiosis between religion and political power in 
Nigeria. He further argues that since independence in 1960, the issue of regional or ethnic 
power sharing in Nigeria has shifted to a contest between Muslims and Christians, a 
development he said that has led to several outbreaks of violence which continue to 
threaten the integrity of the Nigerian state.175 Writing on the “shar`a  factor” in Nigeria’s 
2003 elections, Franz Kogelman observes that the use of religion or religious feelings for 
political ends is still one of the most dangerous weapons in politics in Nigeria as it is 
elsewhere.176 Analyzing the Bauchi/Tafawa Balewa conflict of 1991, Klaus Hock argues 
that there can be no stereotyping in determining the cause of the conflict as it is often the 
case due to inherent vested interests among Nigerians who have politicized religion, both 
Islamic and Christian, in the battle for political and socio-economic supremacy.177 One of 
the reasons that prompted Jan H. Boer to write his series on ‘Studies in Christian-Muslim 
Relations in Nigeria,” he maintains, is to demonstrate the horrors and dangers that have 
engulfed Nigeria due to the distortion of religious institutions by selfish individuals and 
groups into power blocks and parties or into weapons of manipulations instead of 
vehicles for service.178  
  
We can go on and on to list sources that affirm this position,179 but that is not the point 
here. We have enumerated these sources to make a point, that the manipulation of 
religion must be seen as one of the factors responsible for the incessant outbreaks of 
religious violence in Nigeria as the so-called Nigerian elite use religion as a weapon of 
mass mobilization to achieve their greediness or selfish political and economic ambitions. 
Considering the huge resources out there on the manipulation thesis in Nigeria, one 
                                                 
174 H. Bienen, “Religion, Legitimacy, and Conflict in Nigeria”, p. 50 in Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, Vol. 483, Religion and the State: The Struggle for Legitimacy and Power 
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would expect that the citizens should know better but this is not the case as aforesaid. 
Usman points out that if the meaning of manipulation is “controlling the action of a 
person or group without that person or group knowing the goals, purpose and method of 
that control and without even being aware that the form of control is being exercised on 
them at all”, then alternative interpretations are poised to be more attractive, thereby 
keeping the masses ignorant of the real intention of the manipulators. Instead of calling a 
spade a spade, they have attributed the various religious violence that have occurred in 
Nigeria within the last three decades to factors that best suit their hidden agenda.  
 
Yusufu Bala Usman identifies four of these explanations to include what is often 
described as the Nigerian character hypothesis, the stages of growth theory, the 
competition for scarce resources rationalization and the cultural awareness and assertion 
myth.180 Although his refutation of these explanations is strongly based on a Marxist 
view, which therefore calls for a critical reflection, it is enough to say here that his 
analysis of the claims is apt.181 
 
Many wouldn’t want to take any responsibility but blame it all on colonial and neo-
colonial legacy. The problem is always outside. They argue that the non-interference 
policy of the colonial regime coupled with the alleged current external interests in 
Nigeria by foreign powers like Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iran, the United States, Europe etc 
who are said to be working to prevent the total liberation of Africa and the collapse of the 
western capitalist system are responsible. They are accused of systematically and in a co-
ordinated fashion using Muslims and Christians and members of the African Traditional 
Religions to block and delay the forging of national cohesion, seeing that religious 
differences are susceptible to manipulations. 182 While this may not be completely untrue 
as events have shown, it cannot exempt religious manipulators in Nigeria from 
responsibility. This explanation has however found popular support among many 
Nigerians and is partly responsible for the mutual suspicion and increased hostility 
towards any foreign influence in the country, depending on the state involved. While 
                                                 
180 Y. B. Usman, The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria 1977 – 1987, pp.16-21. 
181 Ibid, pp. 17-21, 27 and 47. 
182 Ibid, p. 32. 
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Christians are suspicious of any Middle Eastern country or Arab/Islamic involvement in 
the country, Muslims are equally suspicious of alleged Christian ties with the United 
States of America and Europe. 
 
Many continue to insist that the crises are an expression of the deep-seated wounds 
suppressed under extended military rule and dictatorship. They argue that military 
repression produces and spreads a great deal of frustration which was not expressed due 
to military gun-power. Now that the military is no longer in power, the argument goes 
that the long-suppressed frustration is now having a field day under the present 
democratic regime, causing some citizens to let loose their impotence under military rule 
into aggression against fellow victims. This argument is gaining momentum by the day 
with the utterances of some of the past military dictators who have lost their balance in 
the political equation of the day. Recent experiences have forced people like General 
Yakubu Gowon (ret.), former military Head of State, and General Theophilus Danjuma 
(ret.), former Defence Minister, to publicly admit that military leaders including 
themselves failed Nigeria and Nigerians. Gowon admitted that “political intimidation, 
intolerance of opposing views, abuse of power, complete disdain for the voter… and 
assassination of political opponents” which became the machineries of governance under 
military dictatorship derailed Nigeria from its developmental path.183 When pressure was 
mounted on General Theophilus Danjuma to take over the chairmanship of the Arewa 
Consultative Forum shortly after the demise of its chairman, chief Sunday Awoniyi, he 
turned the offer down because in his words, “the generation to which I belong had failed 
and we should quit the stage for the younger generation. I thought it inappropriate after 
we have failed in one generation to spread the virus to another.”184 No one denies that 
this argument has it merits but it fails to admit that there were as many violent outbreaks 
during military rule as we are faced with now. The desire to lay all the blame in the 
corridor of military dictatorship with no sign of taking any responsibility for today’s 
failure, even ten years into the so-called democracy, further makes it as an escapist 
approach as others. 
                                                 
183 C. Okocha & D. Thomas, “Gowon: Military Leaders Failed Nigeria” in ThisDay 07.05.08. 
184 I. Samuel, “Danjuma Wants OBJ Probed for Economic Crimes” in Nigerian Tribune 05.03.08. 
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If all these perspectives are largely false, escapist and misleading, what then could be the 
root cause of the incessant religious conflicts in the country? The manipulation of 
religion as well as the other factors (historical, socio-cultural, economic, political, ethnic, 
psychological, religion, etc) discussed above must be seen in their true colour. It is never 
a coincidence that several scholars, both within and outside Nigeria as earlier mentioned, 
have nailed down the manipulation, exploitation or politicization of religion as a factor 
for the crises.  
  
While the masses wallow in their ignorance because the truth is being hidden from them, 
those who manipulate them do so with their eyes wide open. To them, the wielding of 
political power is the most lucrative occupation in Nigeria, and its attainment by any 
means far outweighs the risk posed to the national interest. They are comfortable once 
their petty personal interests are met. Whether it is in the name of religion or ethnicity, 
the manipulators everywhere strive to keep people in perpetual ignorance of their real 
enemies as they continue to use the religious card. 
 
One of the most important questions informing political mobilization in Nigeria has been 
the conquest of federal power at the centre. Jibril Ibrahim has argued that the logic of 
political mobilization has developed along the lines of the principle of the ‘winner takes 
all’. This means that groups are obliged to block the access of others or displace those 
who already have access if they are to eat from the national cake. That process of a 
permanent strategy of blockage has amplified the expression of fissiparous tendencies 
because all those who are not inside are outside. The second is the control of economic 
power and resources. Both are powerful instruments that are used to influence the 
authoritative allocation of resources to groups and individuals.185 As a strategy, these 
politicians use fighting words in their speeches and postulations and the ill-gotten wealth 
to incite violence and insurrection across religious boundaries. Vulnerable people, both 
old and young, are therefore turned into terrorist gangs and death squads to continue to 
                                                 
185 J. Ibrahim, “The Politics of Religion in Nigeria: The Parameters of the 1987 Crisis in Kaduna State” in 
Review of African Political Economy, nd, 45/46, 1989, p. 21. 
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derail Nigeria and Nigerians from attaining unity, progress, and total liberation in the 
name of religion. Based on this and, as we have demonstrated, most of the underlying 
causes of religious disturbances across the country almost certainly have nothing to do 
with religion, but it has and continues to be religion that defines the two sides of any 
fighting, Christians vs. Muslims.  
 
The pervasive and flagrant greediness and corruption of the elite class is evident to all 
Nigerians so that no one needs to wait to be told that their gimmicks have nothing to do 
with the desire to attain holiness, but often intended to merely score cheap political, 
social and even economic goals. Has it ever troubled anyone why corruption has 
remained unabated even with “born again Christians” and pastors who govern as 
Governors and Head of State? The introduction of pastors into Nigerian politics was a 
desire for change but what has been the result? Usman is of the opinion that the purpose 
of the manipulation of religion in Nigeria is to be found in the purposes and function of 
the classes who do the manipulation. As inter-mediary bourgeoisie, who serve as links 
and intermediaries between the people and the wealth of Nigeria and the world capitalist 
system, with the personal wealth accruing from it, they will continue to hide their identity 
under the banner of religion. They always pretend to be God-sent. He sarcastically asks: 
 
Can this sort of person come out and frankly ask the people to follow him for 
what he is? So that he can take a piece of paper from one bank to another; from 
one factory to another, and make millions?...Can anybody come out and say ‘vote 
for me so that I can get contracts and build foreign bank accounts and houses with 
my foreign partners’? Or ‘follow me and listen to me so that I can get a plot at 
Ikoyi or Bompai and get a directorship and shares in U. A. C. or Leventis’? Or 
‘follow me so that I can get a big job and you can derive the satisfaction that, 
although you do not have one square meal a day and your daughter is deformed 
by and dying of chronic malaria, I am eating dinner costing N15.00 (valued then) 
at federal Palace Suites Hotel on your behalf and that of others in our tribe and 
religion? You cannot stand and win elections…on the platform that you want to 
own houses in Ikoyi or London.186  
 
He insists that the intermediary bourgeois will cease to exist once the people can see 
clearly what his true nature is. Consequently, the intermediary bourgeois has to find a 
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cover since he cannot claim political leadership openly on the grounds that he is, or wants 
to be: 
an exporter-importer, a contractor, commission-agent, shareholder, rentier or rich 
bureaucrat. He has to take cover as a Muslim or Christian. He has to take cover as 
an Igbo, Hausa, Idoma or Efik. He has to take on disguises. He has to posture as a 
‘majority’ or ‘minority’. The manipulation of religion in Nigeria today is 
essentially a means of creating the context for this fancy-dress ball, for this 
charade of disguises. This game of masks.187 
 
James Ukaegbu, former leader of Nigerian Presbyterians, denouncing this attitude of 
many Nigerian politicians, said: 
 
the hands of some of the leaders are blood stained, blood thirsty and have 
intentionally brutalized and bastardized fellow Nigerians in a bid to keep political 
power….oppression of the poor, perversion of justice, ostentatious lifestyle, 
desecration of the sanctity of life, religious bigotry and fanaticism and the 
hypocrisy of both the church (which is divided and commercialized) and the 
mosque (which has become the rallying point for fanaticism and in many cases… 
hide out armory for religious fanatics and fundamentalists).188 
 
Similarly, J. O. Onaiyekan also expressed similar views when he said: 
 
There are many people who use religion as a war-horse to fight other battles. 
Politicians in this country realize that religion is taken seriously by most people. 
They therefore try to use it to their own advantage, if they can get away with it. A 
Christian politician running against a Muslim contender in a predominantly 
Christian constituency will not fail to warn his audience against “those Muslims.” 
Similarly, a Muslim fighting against a Christian contender in a predominantly 
Muslim community would carefully remind his hearers of their Islamic duty to 
choose “him whom Allh has chosen” and hinting that Allh is not likely to prefer 
a Kaffir to a Muslim. It may be both of them are crooks and rogues who have 
neither the love of Jesus nor the fear of Allh at heart.189 
 
Politicians use religion as a tool to canvas political votes or to run down opponents. The 
Recent election in Nigeria was a clear contest between Christianity and Islam as reflected 
in the outcome of the elections. The struggle for political power by the northern elites 
against their southern and middle belt counterparts has turned religion into a means for 
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forging new coalitions. Political parties are formed or are identified along semi-religious 
lines. As campaigns developed, hitherto peace-loving neighbours in the State or Local 
Government had to be portrayed as the terrible/aggressive/settler ‘other’ who must be 
separated from ‘our people’ in the interest of peace, stability, good government and 
development. As an effective weapon of social mobilization, the elite have only taken 
cover under religion to capture what Nigerians call ‘the distribution of the national cake’, 
not for their ethnic groups or religious constituencies as often claimed, but for personal 
aggrandizement. This attitude to the so-called national cake has promoted widespread 
indiscipline and corruption among the political elite. A politician who robbed the state 
could still dance to the drum in the village as a warrior who had gone and returned with a 
piece of the national cake even when the villagers don’t benefit personally.190 Politicians 
have so politicized religion to a point that many have usurped religious leaders 
prerogative on some religious matters. It is therefore no surprise that many of them issue 
serious and sensitive religious statements instead of religious leaders. For them religion 
comes in as a handy tool for asserting their political identity and not because they care 
about religion as such. Religion has become in Nigeria a factor even in governance. 
Appointments of officers into political positions and other appointments, promotions, and 
even the citing of infrastructures are sometimes motivated by religious considerations.191 
 
Even though politicians, who are known for their hypocrisy, shamelessly warn against 
anything that divides the country in public, their actions contradict their pronouncements. 
For example, when there are religious disturbances, they may condemn the acts publicly 
but never take decisive action especially when the perpetrators belong to the same 
religion as them. This is why the numerous panels of inquiry set up to investigate the 
religious conflicts witnessed so far remain the greatest jokes of all times in the minds of 
Nigerians having known why they are set up in the first place. Because of the centrality 
of religion, many leaders struggle to be seen to be “religiously correct” by going out of 
their way to sponsor pilgrims to the Holy Lands, Mecca and Jerusalem at huge financial 
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costs; build religious worship centres and courts even when schools and hospitals are in 
terrible conditions and poverty is staring people daily in the face. Youths and traditional 
leaders including religious ones are offered money to protect the interests of the 
manipulators. Political violence becomes legitimized through religion. As a suitable 
instrument for political mobilization, the discriminatory practices based on religious 
differences, especially between Christians and Muslims, are very obvious and felt by 
everybody, be it in private or public institutions. According to Sam Babs Mala, it is very 
easy to notice these trends in Nigeria as a sign of the polarization of the society along 
religious lines such as,  
 
“1. the withdrawn behaviour of Nigerians when they know that one belongs to either the 
Muslim or the Christian faith. 
2. the denial of people the right to be employed in a particular job or post once his 
application indicates that he does not belong to the faith of the employer. 
3. discrimination in admission into schools once the form of the prospective student 
indicates what type of faith he holds. 
4. the strong opposition to inter-marriages. 
5. abstention from religious and social occasions of one another. 
6. the blocking of public highways during hours of worship. 
7. the demolition and burning of places of worship for no just cause. 
8. in the action of some preachers of the faith.”  
 
The government on the other hand: 
 
“1. openly support and even propagate a particular religion, in spite of the constitutional 
provisions to the contrary, 
2. their refusal to grant land for the building of places of worship and religious training 
centres, 
3. the non-provision of teaching and teachers of religious knowledge for adherents of 
religion other than their own, 
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4. the unilateral and illegal change of names of school without prior consultation with the 
owners of the school, and 
5. the refusal of the radio and television to broadcast programmes of particular religious 
groups.”192 
 
Having created this scenario, it becomes very easy for the ‘intermediary bourgeoisie’, as 
Usman Bala calls them, to set the people against each other based on religion. The 
question remains: why are most people ignorant of the fact that they are being 
manipulated? Or why do they allow themselves to be so manipulated? Several factors 
could be responsible for this, prominent of which are poverty and illiteracy as we have 
pointed out. The prevailing context is one of serious economic and social crisis. 
Mohammed Haruna rightly says: 
         
this country means far less to the ordinary Nigerian than his Allh or God. Nigeria 
does not mean much to him because for years, it has not demonstrated its capacity 
to feed him, clothe and house him.193  
 
Being at the bottom of the economic ladder, many Nigerians have no choice but to  
remain illiterate and vulnerable. Poverty has made many people so vulnerable and prey to 
the whims of the manipulators who use them to cause havoc, hiding under the illusions 
that their enemy is the southerner or northerner, Muslim or non-Muslim. Politicians will 
continue to manipulate religion to win elections because of the low level of the education 
of the masses. Because religion has become the only hope for many, the practice of 
appeal to religious solidarity would continue to be used for easy vote catching from 
largely illiterate voters by the educated elite who employ this method in order to shield 
themselves from threats put up by other elites of competing groups. Many Nigerians have 
been led into thinking that once we elect God fearing leaders, Nigeria’s predicament will 
be over. Even though it has been these self-acclaimed ‘servants of God’ that have ruled 
Nigeria for years, many Nigerians still are hesitant to admit that something is at stake. 
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Kukah has pointed out that until the system is corrected, the clamour for ‘God-fearing 
leaders’ misses the essence of politics.  
 
those who say we should look for God-fearing leader forget that we have no 
aggregate perceptions of what fearing God is all about. Some of the most 
tyrannous human beings who have inflicted pain, sorrow and tears on humanity 
have had no problem presenting themselves as God-fearing. Hitler, Verwoed, 
Botha, Allende, Marcos or Gen. Abacha, all have been God-fearing. After all, if 
we were not God-fearing, would we use the Bible and Koran to swear in our 
public offices? Would we have all these mosques and chapels in government 
lodges across the country? Apartheid, the most iniquitous system which destroyed 
the essence of the human person as a child of God was theologically founded on 
the Bible. It is claimed that Hitler had been a mass-server himself, while Joseph 
Stalin actually went to study for the priesthood. Mr. Marcos went into a one-week 
retreat in a Jesuit chapel and then came out to declare martial law in his country. 
Gen. Abacha surrounded himself with prayer bands and did call for national 
prayers a few weeks to his sudden death. At the height of the Liberian war, Mr. 
Charles Taylor, the foremost rebel leader and now the President of Liberia…came 
to Nigeria and donated one million naira during an offertory in a Church in 
Abuja.194  
 
It is a known fact in Nigeria that armed robbers have on several occasions in Nigeria 
pretended to be religious.195 
 
Kaigama has wished that everyday should be football match day in Nigeria in order to 
make Nigeria truly united, “in Nigeria, soccer is singularly the sole and most unifying 
factor. The only time that both Muslims and Christians appear to be truly united is when 
there is a football match involving the national team against the team of another country. 
Whether Muslims or Christians, Nigerians are suddenly affectionately bonded and exhibit 
a rare spirit of patriotism. Prayers are offered in churches and mosques for the success of 
the national team. While the match lasts, one sees Muslims hugging Christians and vice 
versa, in ecstatic joy and enthusiasm. Players are hailed for who they are, not for what 
religion they belong to. For ninety minutes or so, Nigerians seem to be united across 
ethnic and religious lines; but as soon as the match is over people beat a retreat to their 
narrow religious or tribal enclaves. One is left feeling that everyday should be a match 
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 230
day so as to keep Nigerians together.”196 He laments “that football rather than religion is 
producing the panacea, the relief, the patriotic spirit, the unity of purpose, is a sad 
commentary on the impact of both religions in the daily life of Nigerians and in the 
shaping of the moral disposition of their adherents.”197   
  
Going by the theoretical stipulation enshrined in the Nigerian constitution, one would be 
tempted to think that Nigeria should be free from all forms of discrimination based on 
religious, ethnic, social or political differences. Article 2 of the constitution stipulates that 
‘Nigeria is one indivisible and indissoluble sovereign state.’ Article 9 states that  
 
the motto of the Republic shall be UNITY AND FAITH, PEACE AND 
PROGRESS and accordingly national integration shall be actively encouraged 
whilst discrimination on the grounds of place of origin, religion, sex, status, ethnic 
or linguistic association or ties shall be prohibited.198 
  
The constitutional provisions made it possible for the people to belong to, and practice 
any religion of their choice. However, when we look closely at recent happenings, the 
following questions inevitably come to mind. How free is our freedom of religion? Or is 
our freedom of worship free indeed? Without bias, one would want to say that, the 
provisions for freedom of religion and worship in the Nigerian constitution seem to have 
been reduced to mere document or paper work which can hardly be said to have been 
followed to the last letter. Most Nigerians long for an end to the injustices, inequalities, 
insecurities and indignities they are subjected to on a daily bases by a very tiny group of 
very rich and very unpatriotic Nigerians. Describing the level of frustration by most 
Nigerians, Y.B. Usman rightly notes that: 
 
Millions of Nigerians are increasingly realizing that the present economic and 
social system in this country has nothing at all for them and their families, except 
landlessness, indebtedness, unemployment, destitution, disease, illiteracy and 
chronic and pervasive insecurity.199 
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This realization has resulted in open hostility often directed towards members of other 
faiths as the political elites point accusing fingers at each other across religious divide for 
their selfish ethnic, economic and political survival. Political campaigns have become 
increasingly violent because they are built around religious differences even when most 
of the politicians themselves have no true commitment to religious tenets. When it is 
clear that one is losing, troubles are fomented and fought along religious lines. 
 
4.6 Conclusion 
 
From the foregoing, it is clear that religion could have either a positive or a negative 
impact on individual lives depending on how it is received. It could also be manipulated. 
The manipulation of religion which should be seen as part of a wider problem deserves 
the attention commensurate to its effects on the Nigerian religious space. The 
manipulation of religion is partly responsible for making religion in Nigeria as elsewhere 
an instrument of division, hatred and destruction. The power of religion and its 
manipulation have provided people with tools for fanaticism.  
 
Are we going to dismiss religion then? That is hardly possible. Ter Haar says religion 
itself is neither good nor bad, it is simply there; it is a reality, whether one likes it or not. 
It is up to those dealing with it, whether as believers or policy-makers and other interest 
groups, to help steer its course in one or the other direction.200 The on-going antagonism 
between Christian and Muslim fundamentalists is a product of frustrated ambitions and 
therefore “a distinction has to be made between political rascality under the banner of 
religion and the genuine commitments of many Muslims and Christians which transcend 
the limited political barriers and ambitions of those who see religion as one extra rung in 
the ladder to power.”201  
 
There is no way religion can be taken out of politics or any clamour for power or wealth 
in the Nigeria context since leaders are loved and obeyed by the subjects based on their 
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religious affiliations and alleged commitment to it. What should be emphasized however 
is that religion should not be sanctioned by the state or abused by any individual or 
group(s). Being a multi-religious country as is the case in Nigeria, the clerics should be 
made to stick to their callings by taking care of the souls and religious persuasions of 
members while elected civilians should take care of the business of governance. 
Nigerians need to awaken to this fact in order not to be manipulated henceforth or allow 
people to manipulate their religion which they should guard jealously against abuse or 
misuse. The earlier this is realized and challenged by the masses the better since it has 
always been and will continue to be the poor people who are the victims of the power 
play, as they are the ones getting killed, it is their relations that are destroyed while the 
powerful elite continue to “hob nob in their business or in the seedy alleys of cities of 
Jerusalem, London and New York, totally oblivious to their religions, not to talk of their 
differences.”202 One can only wonders what it will take for Nigerians to rise up to resist 
the manipulators, be they religious or political leaders. How about being more astute 
during elections to elect political leaders who are more dedicated, committed and 
selfless?  
 
If these people were truly religious in a genuine sense as they have claimed over the 
years, then even common sense would suggest that the better side of religion would have 
prevailed over the divisive aspects thereby making Nigeria better for it, not the dungeon 
of violence, corruption, rigged elections, fraudulent activities etc it has become. Or like 
Kukah maintains: 
 
the fact that religion has become such a factor in our political process is not 
necessary a negative factor. If taken in its sincere form, then the issues of vote 
rigging, lying, cheating, abuse, prejudice and vindictiveness will have no place in 
the political process. Politics in this sense becomes another opportunity for the 
politicians to do good and help bring about the love of God on earth through 
collaboration, respect and cooperation with others irrespective of their beliefs, sex 
and color.203  
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CHAPTER FIVE: AN OVERVIEW OF THE PERCEPTIONS OF JESUS IN 
CLASSICAL AND POPULAR ISLAM 
 
5. Introduction 
 
Before we turn to the sw’s perceptions of Jesus in the next chapter, this chapter 
surveys the perceptions of Jesus in classical and popular Islam. What we intend to do in 
this chapter is to listen to the Islamic sources in their own right as opposed to the 
apologetic and polemical materials, especially those accessible within the Nigerian 
context that have driven both Christians and Muslims into a theological cul de sac. In 
their bid to win the Muslims to Christianity, groups and individuals with bases in Nigeria 
have tried to Christianize Qur’nic references on Christology that have proved 
counterproductive.1 In a society where open-air preaching is permitted, one is often 
saddened by what one hears from half baked Christian preachers in the name of trying to 
convert the other. The story is the same in some Church pulpits. To be able to co-exist 
and intelligently engage in any meaningful dialogue, we must heed the advices of 
Mahmoud M. Ayoub and S. H. Nasr, among others. Ayoub reiterates that:  
 
                                                 
1 It is futile to try to convince Muslims that the Qur’n bears witness to Christian truth regarding Jesus 
Christ or that some aspects of Islamic Christology are mistaken because they are not in line with the 
biblical accounts or empirical evidence because such moves have been taken as a direct challenge on the 
integrity of the Islamic faith. Although there have been numerous claims of successes, experience has 
shown that Christianizing Islamic sources to convince the Muslims about Christian truth have been 
counterproductive. Although the materials produced, for example, by “Life Challenge Africa” and “Voice 
of Truth”, Kano aimed at equipping Christians to evangelized Muslims have enlightened Christian 
witnesses to Muslims to some extend, the end result has been disastrous as discussions based on doctrinal 
persuasions often end in bitter quarrels. As further consequence, bearing in mind that the Muslims 
population also has access to the said materials, Christian-Muslim dialogue has been impaired. For the 
numerous booklets, audio and video tapes by “Life Challenge Africa”, see their website: www.lca.org.za. 
Those of Voice of Truth, Kano include Hausa and English translations from pamphlets by Iskander Jadeed, 
“The Cross in the Gospel and the Koran”, “No! The Religion of Christ has not been Abrogated”, “Test 
Everything, Hold on to the Good”, “How can We Know the Truth of the Gospel?” “Sin and Atonement in 
Islam and Christianity”, “Victory of the Truth”, “Did God Appear in the Flesh?” “What Must I do to be 
Saved?” “Teach me Your Way O Lord”; Abd al-Fadi, The Person of Christ in the Gospel and the Koran”; 
Hamran Ambrie, “God has Chosen for me Everlasting Life”; John Gilchrist, “Christ in Islam and 
Christianity: A Response to Christ in Islam”; Ghulam Masih Naaman, “My Grace is Sufficient for You”; 
Zachariah Butrus, “God is one in the Holy Trinity”; Sultan Muhammad Paul, “Why I became a Christian”; 
Ishak Ersen “Jesus Christ in the Traditions of Islam” etc.  
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it is no longer profitable to take Qur’nic statements about Jesus simply as 
distortions of, or borrowings from, the Gospels. Rather, they should be accepted 
as authentically Islamic statements and as expressing an Islamic view.2  
 
In a similar vein, S. H. Nasr, like most Muslims would do, insisted, against Christian 
postulations, that it is God who revealed the Islamic doctrine of Christ to Muslims. He 
maintains:  
 
If certain verses of the Qur’n like those of surt Maryam are incorrect, then by 
what criterion should Muslims accept the rest of the Qur’n? If certain verses of 
the Qur’n are rejected because of some extrinsic argument or in order to make 
friends with Christians or achieve world peace or get into the United Nations, or 
for any other worldly reason, however laudable, then the rest of the Qur’n must 
be rejected as the Word of God.3  
 
What can be deduced from these stances is the fact that the Islamic teaching on Jesus 
Christ cannot be contested, let alone contradicted. Any effort aiming at convincing the 
Muslims based on questioning their sacred text and ultimately God would be fruitless 
because such move is tantamount to questioning directly or indirectly the integrity of God 
and the Qur’n. To be able to appreciate Mahmoud M. Ayoub’s conclusion that “the 
Christ of Muslim piety has continued to be a living personality, humble and pious, 
forever thundering against the wrongs of society, and full of wisdom and the Holy 
Spirit”4, we must rid ourselves of Christian biases by taking Islamic sources serious if the 
desired peaceful co-existence that has eluded many efforts is to be achieved. 
 
Due to the scanty resources accessible to the researcher on Islamic Christology in popular 
Islam, we will survey, although not in detail, instead of skipping, the enormous resources 
in classical sources. Oddbjorn Leirvik has produced an extensive bibliographical 
introduction on the Images of Jesus in Islam upon which this chapter has found enormous 
                                                 
2 M. M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic Christology: An Image of Jesus in Early Shi’i Muslim Literature” in 
The Moslem World Vol. LXVI, No. 3 July, 1976, pp. 163-188, p. 166.  
3 S. H. Nasr, “Response to Hans Kung’s Paper on Christian-Muslim Dialogue” in The Muslim World, Vol. 
77, No. 2, April 1987, p. 100. Speaking on the Crucifixion in the same journal, he reiterates that ‘even if 
[the crucifixion] had been recorded on film and thoroughly documented (God forbid), nevertheless the 
Islamic position would not logically be destroyed’. See S. H. Nasr “Christianity and World Religions” in 
The Muslim World, Vol. 77, No. 2, April 1987, p. 124. 
4 M. M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic Christology: An Image of Jesus in Early Shi’i Muslim Literature”, p. 
163. 
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inspiration and guidance.5 We will begin in the Qur’n before moving on to other 
sources. 
 
5.1 An Overview of Islamic Views of Jesus from Classical Sources6 
 
5.1.1 Jesus in the Qur’n 
 
While there are many representations of Jesus in the hadth, Qur’nic commentary, 
Islamic theology, or Islamic folk traditions, the Qur’nic materials on Jesus often get 
more attention especially when one glances through contemporary scholarly works by 
both Muslim and non-Muslim academics alike. This is not in any way suggests that the 
other aforementioned sources are considered unimportant, especially the hadth, to the 
Muslims but it underscores the foundational primacy of the Qur’n to the Islamic 
religion. For Muslims, the Qur’n is God’s ultimate and only trustworthy revelation to 
humanity. Consequently, the way one handles it matters most. Kenneth Cragg affirms 
that the Qur’n is not only a book but also an “event.” He opines that “in all its psychic, 
social and religious elements, it constitutes a single dynamic reality.”7 As we have 
highlighted in our introduction and will further elaborate in the next chapter, it is this 
primacy and fascination with the Qur’n as a whole and its references to Jesus that 
midwifed and continues to nurture the sw movement. What then does the Qur’n say 
about Jesus?  
 
Although the great councils of the early Church had formulated the details of Trinitarian 
and Christological dogma8 well before Muhammad’s birth in the sixth century, it became 
                                                 
5 Although other works have also been equally important, his was the window through which most others 
were spotted. See Oddbjorn Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, 
Issues of Dialogue (Uppsala: Swedish Institute of Missionary Research, 1999). 
6 By classical sources, we mean early, medieval and modern academic representations of Jesus from 
Muslim written sources. 
7 K. Cragg, The Event of the Qur’n (Oxford: Oneworld, 1994): p. 13 
8 The controversies generated by Arianism, Modalism, Adoptionism were settled at the Councils of Nicaea 
(325) and Constantinople (381). Apollinarianism was handled at the Councils of Ephesus in 362, 431 and 
449. Then came Nestorianism and Eutycheanism at Chalcedon (451). Additionally, Nestorius rejected the 
teachings of the Collyridians (who deified Mary) and Mariamites who regarded Mary as “God bearer” or 
“Mother of God” (Theotokos). Others included Monophysitism (Jacobites), Monothelitism and 
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and continues to be a subject of controversy with the dawn of a new religion, Islam, as 
Muhammad tried to show the primacy of Islam over all other religions as their fulfilment. 
Muhammad did not set out to present the story of Jesus to his followers as recorded in the 
Qur’n; the story of Jesus is referred to, not retold,9 in a total of 93 verses mostly within 
six chapters (2-6 and 19). The Qur’nic references on Jesus border on the alleged 
distortions of Biblical narratives regarding Jesus. Most of the references on Jesus fall 
within the context where Mary is the dominant figure. The references border on his 
miraculous beginnings and workings, his titles, prominent of which are prophet and 
messenger, the question of his divinity within the Trinitarian controversy, his death and 
crucifixion, his return and his prophesy concerning the arrival of his successor and 
superior, Ahmad, the seal of prophets. 
 
Before we can seek to present the Qur’nic account of Jesus thematically as suggested, 
let’s begin with a chapter by chapter summary as a basis.10 
 
In srah al-baqra (2:87, 105-113, 116, 136, 211-253), with a focus on the Jews who are 
rebuked for rejecting God’s clear signs with its consequences, we can deduce that Jesus is 
presented as an apostle and divine sign from God to humanity. Strengthened with the 
Holy Spirit owing to his divine election, he was able to display clear signs, possibly 
referring to miracles. 
 
In srah al-imrn (3:3-4, 18-19, 35-63), a large amount of material describing Jesus is 
presented. Mary plays a very important role in the narrative as she is presented as one 
                                                                                                                                                 
Chalcedonians (Melkites). Both Monophysitism and Monothelitism were handled at 2nd and 3rd Councils of 
Constantinople (the 3rd being in 680). Monophysitism was an apparent response to Tritheism and Julianism 
(denial of the crucifixion). Other controversies of interest were Ebionites, Elkesaites and Manichaeism. 
Both Ebionites and Elkesaites were radically anti-Trinitarian and Manichaeism in addition to their denial of 
the crucifixion added that the promised paraclete will only be fulfilled at some future dates when Mani, its 
founder, would experience the ‘first vision’. Some people have taken this as a precedent for Qur’n’s 
apparent identification of Muhammad with the Paraclete. 
9 For that wasn’t its purpose, Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, 
Issues of Dialogue, p. 22. 
10 For a similar approach on Jesus in the Qur’n, see Hillier, H. C. “Contemporary Western 
Representations of Jesus in Islam,” pp. 117-142. 
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who received incomparable honour from God unlike any other woman in the Qur’n. The 
miraculous birth of Jesus is seen in the light of the miraculous birth of Mary and the 
circumstances surrounding her early stages as a child and as a woman in the pains of 
labour. She was the first to be told who her child would be, Jesus Christ, a Word and Sign 
from God. Jesus is presented as highly honoured by God both in this life and in the next. 
In this life, God’s honour upon him will be displayed in his actions and wisdom. For 
example, his miraculous speech to the people as an infant and his miracle of healing, 
creating, and quickening done by God’s leave. God will also teach him the Book and 
wisdom, possibly referring to the Law and Gospel, as can be seen also in srah 4:136, 
140; 6:20; 7:52. In the other world, Jesus will be in the company of the righteous and 
those closest to God. 
 
The portion of the book that Jesus will receive will be a message to Israel, indicating that 
he was a prophet to Israel. His prophethood takes its cue from the succession of the 
prophets and messengers who preceded him. As one sent to be a warning to Jews and 
Christians about excesses in faith, his message will make certain practices that were once 
unlawful lawful. His overall message would ultimately be the affirmation of the unity and 
sovereignty of God who alone should be feared and followed, negating any allusion to 
Jesus’ divinity. 
 
Next is srah al-nisa (4: 46-48, cf. 116, 55-56,157-159, 160, 162, 170-172) in which the 
deceitful Jews and the Christians who have set up partners with God and have rejected 
his sign are called upon to repent and believe or remain unforgiven until they are sent to 
hellfire. The charge against the Jews includes their false accusation of Mary and their 
boasting about killing “Christ Jesus the son of Mary, the Apostle of God.” In response, 
the Qur’n reiterates “they killed him not, nor crucified him, but so it was made to appear 
to them.” Jesus neither died nor was he crucified. He was rather raised up to God and was 
“exalted in Power.” Since the People of the Book have chosen not to believe all these 
signs, Jesus will be a witness against them. Those, however, who do believe will be 
greatly rewarded. They must desist from excesses in their religion, for Jesus “was no 
more than an Apostle of God, and His Word… and a Spirit proceeding from him.” God is 
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one, not a Trinity, and everything in this cosmos belongs to God; thus, he is “above 
having a son” who is a part of the cosmos. Therefore, Christians are to emulate Jesus who 
never “disdaineth not to serve and worship God.” 
 
The information on Jesus in srah al-mai’da (5:1, 12-19, 26, 36-37, 43-46, 65-66, 70-77, 
104-120) is quite extensive and mostly recounts much of the material found in the 
previous srahs. Apart from the charge that the People of the Book have failed to fulfil 
their obligations, they are accused of saying “that God is Christ the son of Mary” even 
when Christ himself has said “O children of Israel! Worship God, my Lord and your 
Lord,” for “whoever joins other gods with God – God will forbid him the garden and the 
Fire will be his abode.” Instead of equating Jesus with God, believers are to respond by 
affirming that God alone has the power to destroy Christ the son of Mary and everyone 
on earth. Muhammad is then presented as the final successor of God’s messengers after a 
break and consecutive rejections, leaving the People of the Book with no excuse since 
they cannot say they have no “bringer of glad tiding and no warner from evil.” Having 
warned the persistent ‘rejectionists,’ on the last day, God will ask Jesus to recount all the 
favours he bestowed upon him and his mother from his childhood ranging from his 
miracles and his miraculous escape from the hands of those who wanted to kill him. The 
disciples of Jesus were said to have acknowledged that they were Muslims having 
believed in God. Unique to this narrative is the addition of the miracle of the table of food 
descended from heaven. To wrap up the end-time narration, God demanded to know if 
Jesus encouraged humanity to worship him and his mother as gods, as opposed to 
worshiping God alone, to which Jesus would deny ever doing such a thing, declaring that 
such action would not have escaped God’s omniscience were it true. 
 
Here, we can decipher the Qur’nic insistence that Jesus should not be considered divine, 
and that it would be blasphemy to say that he was. Even Jesus denied ever telling people 
to worship him and his mother as gods, insisting that his message was dependent on 
God’s revelation, and therefore directing all worship to God alone. Jesus and his mother 
were, rather, human beings who ate and therefore have no power outside God. God 
divinely worked through Jesus by strengthening him with the Holy Spirit, protecting him 
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from violence, and granting him the power to perform miracles, or clear signs, such as the 
Table of Food. Jesus was also taught the Book and Wisdom, the one divine revelation as 
manifested in the Law and the Gospel, which contains proper guidance and light – in 
other words, the divine knowledge revealed to humanity. 
 
The sixth srah, srah al-an‘am (6:85) makes reference to Jesus as one among the 
Righteous, still within the supremacy of God as against those who want to “join gods 
with God.” It is said that Abraham consistently admonished his people to submit to the 
one God after which God raised and guided others like Noah and his children, Solomon, 
Job, Joseph, Moses, Aaron, “and Zakariya and John, and Jesus and Elias: all in the ranks 
of the Righteous.” 
 
From this point, Jesus does not appear again until the ninth srah, srah al-tauba or 
srah al-bara’ah (9:30-31) where the People of the Book are labelled unbelievers worthy 
of destruction when the “Jews call Uzair a son of God, and the Christians call Christ the 
son of God,” further affirming that Jesus is not a divine being and any worship of him 
would be blasphemy. 
 
Srah maryam (19:4-35, 88) contains stories of prophets like Abraham, Adam, Moses 
and a parallel account of the birth of John and Jesus. Beginning with the infancy account 
of John, the birthing narrative as found in srah three is elaborated by including further 
miracles, detailing how Mary withdrew to the east, the annunciation by the angel-man, 
the birth-pain experience and the miraculous flow of water from the bottom of the palm 
tree and dates to eat from the same tree, and Jesus’ defence of Mary’s chastity after she 
stood speechless before her accusers pointing at the infant Jesus. Despite this divine 
favour bestowed on Mary, everyone is reminded that God cannot father a child for he can 
only say “Be” and it is, for “it is not befitting to the majesty of God that He should beget 
a son.” Associating a son to God is further denied and rebuked in srah 21:26-29; and 
23:91,117. 
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Apart from the aforementioned references, the Qur’n directly or indirectly refutes some 
Christian claims regarding Jesus in srah 13:16; 17:3; 18:50-52; 33:7; 42:13; 43:57-64; 
57:29-30 and 61:4, 6-8. All these references reaffirm the Qur’nic denial of Jesus’ 
divinity and any idea of God being his father, the unity of religion as God intended which 
all prophets, including Jesus, sternly defended. Although Jesus was a servant, he was 
distinguished as an example and a carrier of the Gospel. Those who followed his straight 
path, as opposed to those who established “monasticism” contrary to God’s will, were 
endowed with compassion and mercy, and grace will abound to them. On this note, 
having approached his end with his disciples declaring “we are God’s helpers,” with the 
disbelievers still calling him a sorcerer, he announced the “Glad tidings of an Apostle to 
come after me, whose name shall be Ahmad”11 as the last option sealing or completing 
what all other prophets (Jesus included) were unable to accomplish. 
 
From the survey above, we can attempt to present a more chronological but also thematic 
representation of Jesus in the Qur’n beginning with the circumstances surrounding his 
birth to his expected return sometimes in the future in order to make it more 
comprehensible.12 A harmonized and chronological ordering of the Qur’nic portrayal of 
Jesus would be something like this: With extended references to Zachariah and the 
annunciation of John (3:38-41; 19:2-15), Mary is consecrated to serve in God’s temple in 
fulfilment of her mother’s vow who totally put her trust in God for the protection of Mary 
under the guardianship of Zechariah (3:33-37, 44). In both the Meccan (19:16-22) and 
Medinan (3:42-47) revelations, the news of Jesus’ birth is related to Mary twice. Her 
chastity and purity is underlined including her choice above all women everywhere. Mary 
was told by the angels that the glad tidings of a word would be one: “whose name will be 
the Messiah, Jesus, the son of Mary - distinguished in this world and the hereafter, and 
among those who are brought near [to Allh]. He will speak to the people in the cradle 
and in maturity and he will be of the righteous” (3.45-46). 
 
                                                 
11 Srah 61:6. 
12 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of Dialogue, pp. 23-25. 
See also N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity (New York: State University of New Your Press, 
1991): pp. 4-7; and K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration (London: George Allen & Unwin, 
1985): pp. 18-25. 
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The Medinan and Meccan versions differ in their narrations of who made the 
announcement to Mary. While srah 3 alludes to angels, srah 19 attributes it to God’s 
spirit taking the form of a perfect man. The Meccan version goes further to describe the 
circumstance in which the announcement was made. Mary is said to have secluded 
herself from her family in a remote place eastward. Her doubts concerning the 
announcement of the virginal conception was dispelled by the assurance of God’s power 
and sovereignty. The Angel assured her that “God creates what he will by simply 
decreeing it – saying ‘Be!’ and it is.”13 Srahs 21:91 and 66:12 make reference to God 
breathing into Mary of his spirit. 
 
The annunciation in srah 19 is followed by the story of Jesus’ birth (19:22-25; cf. 
23:50). Having withdrawn to a remote place eastward where the pains of childbirth drove 
her to a trunk of a palm tree subsequent to her delivery, God provided her with water and 
ripe, fresh dates. 
 
When Mary was accused of being unchaste by her people on the account of the birth after 
returning with the baby to her people, Jesus rose to her defence and spoke to the people in 
the cradle by affirming her innocence as an instrument used of God to fulfil his purpose. 
He speaks about his mission as “a servant of God, one to whom God has given the 
Scripture and appointed as a prophet. God has enjoined upon him prayer, almsgiving and 
goodness towards his mother for the duration of his life, and granted him blessing and 
peace from the day of his birth to the day of his death and the day of his being raised to 
life (19:26-33).”14  
 
Not much is covered by the Qur’n concerning Jesus’ teachings. Kenneth Cragg observes 
that, “while the Gospels are passion narratives with an introduction, the Qur’nic Jesus is 
a nativity story with an appendix.”15 In srah 5:110, reference is made to God teaching 
                                                 
13 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of Dialogue, p. 24. See 
srah 19:35. 
14 Ibid, p. 24. More details could be found in the apocryphal Gospels (The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, The 
Gospel of Thomas, chapter 2, the Arabic Gospel of the Infancy, chapters 1, 36, and 46, and the Armenian 
Gospel of the Infancy chapters 2 and 18). 
15 K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration, p. 26. 
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Jesus the Scripture, Wisdom, the Torah and the Gospel.16 Although the truth of the Torah 
is upheld by Jesus, he is also said to have gone a step further by making lawful some of 
the things that were forbidden to the children of Israel in the Torah (3:50). Srah 43:63ff 
refer to his teaching as Wisdom, making clear to them some issues over which they had 
disagreed about. The fear of God and obedience to himself are the core of his teaching. 
This is the straight path enjoined upon all who want to enter paradise. As a true Muslim, 
his core teaching revolved around the oneness of God (5:72). Those who disbelieved 
were cursed (5:78), but true worshippers are compared in the Gospel with a plant whose 
offshoots grow firm, delighting the sowers (48:29). Jesus is said to have called disciples 
whom he enjoined to be ‘supporters’ or ‘helpers’ for the cause of God (3:52f; 5:111; 
61:14).  
 
Like his birth, his public ministry is confirmed with signs and miracles. He “is 
strengthened by the holy spirit and given signs to support his teaching (2:87; 5:110; 
43:63).”17 The Qur’n does not elaborate on the meaning of the “Holy Spirit.” Some 
miraculous aspects of his miracles were his ability to know secrets (3:49), healing of 
those born blind and the lepers, and raising the dead (3:49; 5:110). 
 
The healing powers of the Qur’nic Jesus are linked to his life-giving ability. He does not 
only raise the dead but srahs 3:49 and 5:110 show how he gives life to a bird made of 
clay by breathing into it. His ability to heal and give life was attributed to sorcery and 
magic by the children of Israel (5:110; 61:6). Srah 5:112-115, in addition to the above, 
refer to the miracle of the table sent down from heaven spread with food, as sign of God’s 
providence as well as validating what Jesus had told the disciples.  
 
Jesus’ special relationship with God just like other prophets that preceded him is further 
buttressed in the many special names and titles the Qur’n ascribes to him. 16 times, 
Jesus is called ‘sa ibn Maryam, Jesus, son of Mary, 11 times as al-mash, Christ or the 
                                                 
16 “The Gospel (al- injl) is understood as a book given to Christ, containing guidance, light and 
admonition, and confirming the Torah (al-tawrat) and the Prophets (5:110; 5:46).” O. Leirvik, Images of 
Jesus in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of Dialogue, p. 24. 
17 Ibid,  p. 25. 
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Messiah and rasl, messenger, in three instances. He is also referred to as “‘abd/servant, 
nab/prophet, kalima/word and rh/spirit.”18 Other titles are waj/outstanding, 
muqarrab/drawn near, ya/sign, rahma/mercy, etc. (3:45; 19:21). 
 
Lest people should mistake or equate him with God, or any such strange, erroneous and 
blasphemous ideas like his sonship and the Trinity as the Christians claim, the Qur’n is 
quick to put him in his proper place. According to the Qur’n, “both Jesus and Mary were 
mortals who ate food. Jesus was not more than a messenger, and many messengers have 
passed before him (5:75). If God had wished to destroy Christ and his mother with 
everyone else on earth nothing could have hindered him (5:17). Challenged by God, 
Christ denied that he told mankind to worship himself and his mother as additional deities 
to Allh, and pleads that God knows what is in Jesus’ mind but Jesus does not know what 
is in God’s (5:116). Christians should not exaggerate in their religion, and they should 
cease to say ‘three’, for God is far above begetting a son (4:171; 9:30 etc.). Those who 
say that God is Jesus the son of Mary, or that God is one out of three in a Trinity are 
indeed blasphemers (5:72f.).”19 
 
In srahs 4:156-159 and cf. 5:70, 110, we are told how majority of the Children of Israel 
rejected Jesus and plotted to kill him. God overruled their evil intention by protecting 
Jesus from their violence. He only made it appeared so to them (shubbiha la-hum), but  
they never actually succeeded in killing or crucifying him. Srah 4:159 however 
concludes on a hopeful note that there is none from the people of the book that will not 
believe in him before his death, probably referring to Jesus’ death after his return to earth 
or that of the former unbeliever. 
 
                                                 
18 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of Dialogue, p. 26. See 
also G. C. Anawati, “sa” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New ed. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1997 or 1978): pp. 81-
86; G. Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur’n (London: Sheldon, 1979): pp. 30-54 and J. Kenny, Jesus and Mary in 
Islam (Lagos: Dominican Publications, 2002): pp. 7-9. 
19 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of Dialogue, p. 26. 
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Before his mysterious exit or translation, depending on interpretation, he is also said to 
have foretold a messenger that was to come after him, whose name would be Ahmad, ‘the 
highly praised one’ (61:6). 
 
Jesus’ role in the eschaton also does not receive much emphasis in the Qur’n. However, 
there are two glimpses from srah 4:159 and srah 43:61 which are open to a variety of 
interpretations. The first (4:159) is in the context concerning the end of his life where he 
is referred to as being a witness against the people of the Scripture on the Day of 
Resurrection. The second (43:61), portrays Jesus (‘he’ or ‘it’, i.e. the Qur’n, depending 
on interpretation) as ‘a Sign of the Hour’. Leirvik acknowledges that “the sentence is 
abrupt and difficult to understand in its context, and it is not clear whether the Qur’n 
itself does actually refer to the return of Christ.”20 
 
From this depiction of Jesus, the ideal Jesus of the Qur’n is a highly honoured figure. 
But for the alleged distortion and persistent rebellion of the People of the Book to follow 
the true path, the scanty but significant conciliatory Qur’nic remarks concerning them 
(Jews and Christians-not our focus) would have stood shoulder to shoulder with the high 
esteem Jesus and Mary enjoy. However, against the distortion of the Jews and Christians, 
the Qur’n is largely unambiguously polemical regarding its representation of Jesus, 
targeting their error. Muhammad mincing no words in the Qur’n at reprimanding the 
Jews and Christians that they were in error worsened by their lack of repentance despite 
the clear signs God had sent to correct them in their religion, “O people of the scripture, 
do not commit excess in your religion or say about Allh except the truth…” (4:171). 
Both Jews and Christians, including pagans, are called upon to accept Muhammad and 
his revelation as both from God. Although Jesus is highly honoured in the Qur’n as can 
be discerned from his titles21 and the miracles God performed through him, Muhammad 
reiterates that Jesus was only a prophet and messenger of God, like other prophets 
(although with greater significance than some others), sent to the children of Israel to 
                                                 
20 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of Dialogue, p. 26. 
21 See van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw  Disciples of Jesus…” 1997, pp. 72-73. 
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bring them back to the true path which they had abandoned. Despite the ‘clear signs’ and 
miracles that accompanied his entire ministry from beginning to end, to make their error 
eminent to them, they nevertheless rejected him and plotted to kill him instead. 
Consequently, the Qur’n warns both Jews (probably including pagans) and Christians of 
two extreme positions concerning Jesus which must be avoided; otherwise, they would 
risk the danger of hellfire. On the one hand, the Jews should desist from demeaning Jesus 
by saying that he was not an apostle of God or that he was merely a man and on the other 
hand, the Christians should not make more of Jesus by elevating him to the status of God. 
The Qur’n provides the middle and true path of recognizing Jesus as a very special and 
unusual prophet and apostle of God who points beyond himself. 
 
5.1.2 Jesus in the Hadth 
 
As a principal guide for Muslims in interpreting the Qur’n as well as a resource for 
Islamic Law or shar`a, the Hadth (plural: ahdth) is the second most important 
document guiding the Islamic faith. It is the technical term for the collections of the life-
story, the actions and the sayings of Muhammad, necessitated by the desire to have a role 
model in the person of Muhammad for all Muslims to emulate as indicated in some 
Qur’nic passages (cf. 6:161-163; 39: 11-12). This is in view of the fact that his life-
story, though implicit, is not recounted or told in the Qur’n. Frederick Denny 
emphasizes how Muhammad’s life, his actions and thoughts, were paramount for the 
early believer.22 As an example, his deeds, habitual practices and teachings that were not 
recorded in the Qur’n, became a yardstick to the believers on how to act in the presence 
of God. This meaning is conveyed in the sunna, used interchangeably with hadth, and 
literally means “path, lifestyle, and manners.” 
 
Due to the limitation and uncertainty inherent in oral transmission which was the practice 
in earlier generations, the ahdth were collected, examined, evaluated and grouped by 
those considered competent and reliable scholars of the faith. It is often, rightly or 
wrongly, said that the early collectors found about six hundred thousand ahdth. Leirvik 
                                                 
22 F. Denny, An Introduction to Islam (New York: Macmillan, 1994): pp. 158-159. 
 246
affirms that due to the vast number of collections originally available, “the unbroken 
chain of transmitters (isnd) was established by the Traditionalists in the eighth and ninth 
centuries as the decisive criterion, leading to the distinction between sound/genuine 
(sahh), good and weak ahdth.”23  
 
Due to the size and number of the ahdth collections as noted, we will limit ourselves to 
those of the two most prominent Islamic traditions, the Sunnites and the Sh’ites. Even 
here, we cannot be exhaustive, even with the popular ones, because of their number and 
length. It is a common knowledge among students of religions that “six different 
compilations came to be recognized as Hadth” in Sunni Islam: “those of al-Bukhr (d. 
870), Muslim ibn al-Hajjj (d. 875), Ab Dawd (d. 888), Ibn Mja (d. 886), al-Tirmidh 
(d. 892) and al-Nis’i (d. 916).” Of the six, “Bukhr and Muslim (especially Bukhr) 
acquired almost canonical authority.”24 Khan affirms that after shifting through more than 
300,000 ahdth, Bukhr settled on a compilation of 7,275 ahdth. It has “been 
unanimously agreed that Imam Bukhr’s work is the most authentic of all the other 
works in hadth literature put together.”25 
 
Although much can be deduced from the hadth’s content, Leirvik has grouped Hadth 
sayings with relevance for the Islamic image of Jesus in five categories: 
 
“a. Sayings clarifying the relation between Muhammad and Jesus. 
b. Descriptions of what Jesus looked like. 
c. Foretelling of the descent of Jesus, in the eschatological sayings of the Prophet. 
d. Mention of the specific merits of Jesus. 
                                                 
23 These were not unanimously accepted though and they continue to be challenged using the tools of 
modern day critical approach (e. g. the ongoing reinterpretation in Turkey viewed by some as akin to the 
Christian Reformation). See Robert Piggot, “Turkey in Radical Revision of Islamic Text” in BBC News 1st 
Quarter, 2008. See also O. Leirvik, Images of Christ in Islam…, p. 42. 
24 O. Leirvik points out as we shall show below that the Sh’ites repudiated the six collections of the Sunni 
Muslims and composed their own standard work, based on hadth material derived from the fourth caliph 
and cousin of the Prophet, ‘Ali, and his supporters. Within the Sf traditions, forty hadth quds (‘sacred 
sayings’, attributed to God such as the Qur’n) acquired pre-eminence as the basis of their spiritual life. 
The collection known as forty hadth quds is attributed to al-Nawawi (d. 1277). O. Leirvik, Images of 
Christ in Islam…, p. 42.  
25 M. M. Khan, trans., The Translation of the Meanings of Sahih Al-Bukhr – Volumes 1 to 9 (Riyadh: 
Darussalam, 1997): Vol. 1, p. 18.  
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e. Further investigation of similarities to the Christian Gospels.”26 
In general, while the Qur’n seems to be more explicit in correcting the alleged 
distortions of the People of the Book regarding the proper role of Jesus as prophet and 
messenger in the Islamic sense with little or only implicit reference regarding his 
eschatological role, Jesus is depicted more in his eschatological function in the ahdth. 
Here we will discuss the first four. 
 
5.1.2.1 Jesus’ Status in Relation to God and Muhammad. 
 
In the hadth, Muhammad’s sayings present an interesting view of the Islamic view of 
Jesus. Confirming the basic Qur’nic affirmation concerning the unity of God, Bukhr’s 
ahdth are unambiguous. Mentioned in forty different ahdth especially in the fourth 
and sixth volumes, Bukhr claims that Muhammad warned that no partners should be 
associated with Allh. A good example found in the fourth volume (4:60:3435) quotes 
Muhammad as saying: 
 
if anyone testifies that ‘la ilaha illAllh’ [there is no God, but God], who has no 
partners, and that Muhammad is His slave and His Messenger, and that Jesus is 
Allh’s slave and His messenger and His Word which he bestowed on Mary and a 
Rh created by Him…Allh will admit him into paradise with the deeds which he 
had done even if those deeds are few.    
 
The prerequisite to gain entrance into paradise is stressed and hinges on one acceptance 
of Jesus as the true messenger of God. Like in the Qur’n, similar titles are attributed to 
Jesus like God’s Messenger, God’s Word, and a Spirit created by God. However, it is 
stressed that God is absolute and both Muhammad and Jesus are His slaves and 
messengers. Commenting on srah 17:57 (“those whom they call upon desire for 
themselves means of access to their Lord Allh”), Muhammad is quoted as saying that 
“those who are called upon” include Jesus, Ezra, angels, etc (6:65:4712), indicating that 
Jesus, like all humanity, desired to find access to God.  
 
                                                 
26 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus in Islam…, p. 43. 
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In line with the Qur’nic injunction that Muhammad is the seal of God’s prophets, the 
People of the Book are called upon to confess and/or affirm the shahda that "there is no 
God but God and Muhammad is His messenger" as an additional condition for receiving 
God’s blessings or reward. Refusal attracts severe consequence, as earlier noted. For 
example, in Bukhr 1:3:97 and  Bukhr 4:60:3446, Muhammad is repeatedly referred to 
as saying that should the People of the Book believe in Jesus and himself, they will be 
doubly rewarded. Believing in Jesus therefore is an essential part of the Islamic faith, 
although believing in him as God incurs God’s wrath. 
 
Putting this straight in its proper perspective, Muhammad showed the high regard he had 
for Jesus in other instances. Muhammad’s alleged Night Journey and Ascension to 
heaven, although himself exalted above Jesus to the seven heavens is a classical example 
here. When the angel Gabriel introduces Muhammad to the prophets Adam, Abraham, 
Moses, Idris and Jesus at the “second heaven” or “third,” according to the variant 
narratives, Jesus is said to have welcomed Muhammad by saying, “Welcome! O pious 
brother and pious Prophet.”27 Attached with a strict warning not to exaggerate his place 
as the Christians did with Jesus (4:60:3443), Muhammad emphasizes his closeness to 
Jesus as a proof that Jesus was a special servant and prophet of God next only to himself. 
In 4:60:3442-3, Muhammad is recorded as saying: 
 
I am the nearest of all the people of the son of Mary, and all the Prophets are 
paternal brothers, and there has been no Prophet between me and him [Jesus]… 
Their mothers are different, bur their religion is one. 
 
Put in the words of Muslim, “Prophets are brothers in faith, having different mothers. 
Their religion is, however, one and there is no Apostle between us (between me and Jesus 
Christ).”28 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
27 See Bukhr 1:8:349.  
28   Muslim 30:5834-5, 5840; 33:6429. 
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5.1.2.2 Physical Description of Jesus’ Appearance 
 
In the reports on Muhammad’s ascension, as mentioned above, there are also variant 
descriptions of Jesus’ physical appearance.29 On the basis of references like Bukhr 
4:60:3394, 3437, 3438, 3440 and other similar description in Muslim (1:313-317, 321-
322, 325, 328) and other ahdth, Leirvik summarizes Jesus physical appearance (except 
his omission of Jesus’ “broad chest” in 4:60:3438 and his circumambulating of the 
Ka’bah in 4:60:3440) as one: 
 
of a fair complexion or even red-faced ‘as if he had just come out of a bath’, of 
moderate height and with beautiful long hair ‘neither too curly nor too straight’, 
and with water trickling from it.30 
 
This fixation on the physical appearance of Jesus is not clear but Leirvik thinks that it 
serves the purpose of distinguishing Jesus from the Anti-Christ (al-Dajjl). He opines 
that “the general emphasis seems to be on his beauty, fairness and purity, over against the 
more unfortunate characteristics of the Anti-Christ, the one-eyed.”31 Although the story 
implies and shows respect for Jesus like other prophets, the physical description could 
also mean that Jesus is truly human as Moses and Abraham seem to be awarded more 
respect in the level of heaven they occupy. 
 
5.1.2.3 Jesus in Islamic Eschaton 
 
Regarding Jesus’ role on the day of judgment, Muhammad is reported to have said that: 
 
By him [Allh], in whose Hands my soul is, surely the son of Mary Jesus will 
shortly descend amongst you people and will judge mankind justly by the Law of 
the Qur’n and will break the cross and kill the pigs and abolish the Jizya. Then 
there will be abundance of money and nobody will accept charitable gifts 
(Bukhr 3:34:2222).  
 
                                                 
29 Bukhr 4:60:3441 for example, insist that Muhammad never said Jesus was of red complexion but 
brown. 
30 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 45.  
31 Ibid. 
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Elsewhere, it is added that “a single prostration to Allh will be better than the whole 
world and whatever is in it.” (4:60:3448) 
 
Muslim (Kitb al-mn) adds that he: 
 
would leave the young she-camel and no one would endeavour (to collect  zakt 
on it). Spite, mutual hatred and jealousy against one another will certainly 
disappear, and when he summons people to accept wealth, not even one would do 
so.32   
 
Commenting on these references, Leirvik notes and further elaborates that “after al-
Dajjl has been defeated, there will be no hatred among men for seven years, and the 
Muslims will make fires with their bows and arrows. After that God will send a purifying 
rain on earth, and nature will be reconciled and abundant. But still, the trials are not over. 
The wicked people will be summoned once more by Satan to take power, and a section of 
Muhammad’s people will not cease fighting for the truth till the day of resurrection.”33 
 
This insurrection is stressed further in Muslim where he talks about Jesus as the last sign 
of the Last Hour. In Muslim’s collections, Muhammad is recorded as giving ten signs of 
the Last Hour, including land slides in the East, West and Arabia, smoke, the Dajjl, the 
beast of the earth, Gog and Magog, the rising of the sun in the West, fire from the lower 
part of ‘Adan (Yemen), and the descent of Jesus Christ (41:6932; cf. 41:6931, 6933-4). 
Muslim 41:6924 links the fighting of an army of Muslims with al-Dajjl, not wicked 
people as noted above, until God will intervene by sending Jesus down who: 
 
would lead in prayer. When the enemy of Allh would see him, it would disappear 
just as salt dissolves itself in water and if he (Jesus) were not to confront them at 
all, even then it would dissolve completely, but Allh would kill them by his hand 
and he would show them their blood on his lance (lace of Jesus).34  
 
The idea in Bukhr and Muslim, as well as others, is that Jesus will be the instrument of 
God’s justice who will return as a just ruler at some future date to defeat al-Dajjl and to 
                                                 
32 Quoted from Sahih Muslim, transl. Mahmoud Matraji. Beyrouth: Dar el Fiker, 1993, vol. 1, p. 105 (no. 
155R1). 
33 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 46.  
34 See Variance in Muslim 41:7015, 7023; 1:292; 7:2877; or Muslim Vol. 8, p. 188. 
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judge all humanity using the Qur’n, as a Muslim, not the Gospel. After defeating the 
Anti-Christ and the enemies of Allh, including destroying specific Christian symbols, he 
will set up an Islamic rule where peace, justice and prosperity will know no bound, at 
least in part. Muslim is specific regarding the spot at which Jesus will descend (outside 
Damascus) and what he will wear so the Muslims will recognize him. 
 
On the day of resurrection, Muhammad is reported as saying that all Muslim men will be 
gathered “barefooted, naked and circumcised” as those who deserted Islam after his death 
will be separated from those who remained faithful to the end (Bukhr 4:60:3447). 
Elsewhere, all men will be assembled for their last verdict when believers would pray for 
an intercessor to plead with God on their behalf. With considerable variance, the 
believers will turn to Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus to no avail because of 
their “unworthiness,” before Muhammad will take his rightful position as the superior 
prophet to secure paradise for them. The fate of the unbelievers need no intercession, they 
will rot in hellfire.35 Here Jesus admits not only his inability to intercede for the people 
but also point to the superiority of Muhammad.  
 
In al-Tabar’s (d. 923) early classical commentary to the Qur’n, he makes reference to 
the hadth in such a way that could best to taken as a summary of the more scattered 
references listed above:  
 
the prophets are brothers. They are of different mothers but their religion is one. I 
am the closest of mankind to Jesus son of Mary because there was no prophet 
between us. He is going to descend so recognize him when you see him. He is a 
man of average build, of reddish white complexion and with lank hair. His head 
flows with moisture although it only sheds a drip at a time. He will be wearing 
two light yellow garments. He will break the crucifixes, kill the pigs and abolish 
the poll tax. Wealth will abound and people will fight one another because of 
Islam until God destroys all the religious communities in his time with the 
exception of Islam. In this time God will also destroy the deceitful false messiah 
the Antichrist. There will be such security on the earth in his time that lions will 
lie down with camels, leopards with cattle and wolves with sheep. Youths and 
boys will play with snakes without harming them or being harmed by them. Then 
                                                 
35 See Bukhr 6:65:4476, 4581, 4712; 8:81:6565; 9:97:7410, 7440, 7510. See also Muslim 1:373, 377-80, 
352. 
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he will tarry on the earth for as long as God will – perhaps for forty years. Then 
he will die and the Muslims will pray over him and bury him.36 
 
 
 
 
5.1.2.4 Great Esteem for Jesus 
 
Apart from Muhammad’s persistent assertion of his superiority over Jesus including 
instances where he, directly or indirectly, relativizes Jesus and Mary’s position, he 
nevertheless shows his esteem for Jesus including Mary by ascribing sinlessness37 to 
them. In Bukhr 4:59:3286, Jesus and his mother are referred to as the only individuals 
on earth that have not been touched by the devil: 
 
there is none born among the off-spring of Adam, but Satan touches it. A child 
therefore, cries loudly at the time of birth because of the touch of Satan, except 
Mary and her child.  
 
In the same Bukhr 4:60:3431, Muhammad refers to Jesus as the only one not touched 
by Satan during his birth: 
when any human being is born, Satan touches him at both sides of the body with 
his fingers, except Jesus, the son of Mary, whom Satan tried to touch but failed, 
so he touched the placenta-cover instead. 
 
As part of the veneration are instances where some of the titles of Jesus known from the 
Qur’n which include “Servant/Slave and Messenger/Apostle like Muhammad,… ‘his 
Word which he bestowed on Mary and a soul from Him’”38 are reiterated.  
 
                                                 
36 Quoted from N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity: The Representation of Jesus in the Qur’n 
and the Classical Muslim Commentaries (London: Macmillan, 1991): p. 81. The reference to Jesus’ descent 
has been contentious among Muslims. While some relate his second coming with the expected Mahdi, 
others don’t.  O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, pp. 46-47. 
37 O. Leirvik points out however that in standard Muslim interpretation, this does not necessarily imply 
that Jesus was without error. He cites a story in Muslim in which Jesus seemingly admits to have been 
wrong in accusing a man of theft. Quoted from Sahih al Bukhr, transl. Mahmoud Matraji. Beyrouth: Dar 
el Fiker, 1993. vol. IV, p. 274 (no. 3445). See O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 45. 
38 Ibid, p. 49. 
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Although many of our references are based on Bukhr and Muslim, the image painted 
gives at least a clue to the perception of Jesus in the Sunni ahdth. The picture we see is 
that of a special human prophet and messenger completely devoted to the cause of God’s 
unity as emphasized in the Qur’n. The hadth however takes it further by elaborating on 
Jesus’ role in the eschaton. Although he will not save anyone on the day of judgement, he 
has an important role to play on the day of judgment. He will not only be the sign of God 
to usher in the Last Hour but will also be the one God would use to defeat al-Dajjl, 
thereby ending evil and all forms of terror in the world. As the only one (including his 
mother, Mary) free from the touch of Satan among men, and as a faithful Muslim who 
will come to right the wrong, he is highly esteemed although in a decreasing way 
compared to Muhammad’s fulfilling or sealing role. 
 
5.1.3 Jesus in Shi`ite Tradition  
 
As indicated earlier, the Sh`ites39 have their own different sets of ahdth collection 
based not only on the sayings of the Prophet as in Sunnism but also on the sayings of the 
imams beginning with ‘Ali, Muhammad’s alleged divinely-designated successor, and his 
successors up to the twelvth imams who is presently in occultation. Their belief in the 
infallibility of the imams who are said to have inherited Muhammad’s spiritual 
knowledge contrary to those of the Sunnis makes the rejection of the hadth collections of 
the Sunnites inevitable as they based their teaching and piety on the sayings of the twelve 
imams and consider “traditions derived from them as on a par with those from the 
Prophet himself.”40 
                                                 
39 Although Shi`ism has other splinter groups like the Ismaili and the Zaidi, including such other 
controversial groups like the Alawites, Alevis and the Druzes, our focus here will be mostly on the largest 
and best known Twelver Shi`ite group. From the first to the last and twelfth imam who is believed to be in 
“ghayba” or “occultation”, the Twelver Shi`ites do not limit their hadth to the sayings of the Prophet but 
include those of the imams who are believed to be divinely inspired as well. They include from first to last 
Ali ibn Abu Talib (600-661), Hasan ibn Ali (625-669), Husayn ibn Ali (626-680), Ali ibn Husayn (658-
713), Muhammad ibn Ali (676-765), Jafar ibn Muhammad (703-765), Musa ibn Jafar (745-799), Ali ibn 
Musa (765-818) Muhammad ibn Ali (810-835), Ali ibn Muhammad (827-868), Hasan ibn Ali (846-874) 
and Muhammad ibn Hasan, also known as the Madh (868-?).  
40 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 76. The most famous and authoritative collections of 
Shi'ite ahdt are four works which, in terms of their importance for Shi'ism, correspond to the Six Correct 
Collections in Sunni Islam. These are al-Kfi fi 'ilm al-din (The Sufficient in the Knowledge of Religion) by 
Thiqat al-Islam Muhammad ibn Ya'qub al-Kulayn (d. 329/940), Man la yahduruhu al-faqih (For him not 
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Although most of the sayings of the Imams are in many ways a continuation, and to some 
extent, also a kind of commentary and elucidation of the prophetic hadth, dealing with 
practical aspects of life and the shar`a , metaphysics, devotion, famous prayers and 
various esoteric sciences as in Sunnism, significant sayings are also attributed to Jesus.  
 
Robinson has observed after a thorough analysis of the representation of Jesus in Shi`ite 
commentaries on issues of his virginal conception, his miracles, his crucifixion and his 
return that when it comes to passages dealing with Jesus, “‘proto-Sh`ites’ and ‘proto-
Sunnites’ probably drew upon very similar traditions which the former traced to the 
imams and the latter traced to the Companions and Successors.”41 
 
Despite the similarities between the Sunnites and the Sh`ites’ representation of Jesus, the 
suffering of Jesus and his expected role in the eschaton when he returns are largely 
viewed within Sh`ites theological framework. Although Jesus’ uniqueness is comparably 
relativized in Shi`ism,42 Jesus is held in high esteem not just because of his ascetic, 
mystic and moral example but also because they can easily identify with his suffering. 
Similar to Christian concept of Jesus’ mediatorial role, the Sh`ites compared ‘Ali and the 
other Imams as the true mediators between God and man.43 The eleven imams are likened 
                                                                                                                                                 
in the Presence of Jurisprudent) of Shaykh al-Sadiq Muhammad ibn Babuyah al-Qummi (d. 381/991), 
Tahdhib al-ahkam (Rectification of the Statutes) by Shaykh al-Ta'ifah Muhammad al-Tusi (d. 460/ 1068) 
and al-Istibsar fi ma ukhtulif fihi min al-akhbar (Reflections upon the Disputed Traditions) also by al-Tusi. 
Other important ones include Bihar al-Anwar (Occeans of Lights) by Muhammad Baqir b Muhammad Taqi 
al-Majlisi (d. 1110/1690), Wasa’ilal-Shi’ah by al-Shaykh Muhammad b Hasan al-Hurr al-‘Amili (d. 1104) 
and Mustadrak al-wasa’il wa Mustanbat al-Masa’il by al-Hajj Mirza Husayn al-Nuri al- Tabarsi (d.1320). 
41 N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity: The Representation of Jesus in the Qur’n and the 
Classical Muslim Commentaries 1991, pp. 167-176. 
42 Eg, His virginal conception is likened to the portents which preceded the mission of Muhammad. Mary is 
considered not greater than Fatima, Muhammad’s daughter. Although he will return to defeat the anti-
Christ, his role will be that of an aider to the expected Madh, identified as the twelfth Imam. The 
substitutionist idea which might have originated from Shi’ite circle is seen as nothing unique for it could 
happen in the case of the imams or saints too. See N. Robinson, Ibid, P. 176. For the substitutionist concept 
see Shi’ite Tafsr such as al-Qummi (d. 919), al-Tusi (d. 1067), and al-Tabarsi (d. 1153), See N. Robinson, 
Ibid, pp. 140f, 176f  and  M. M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic Christology…” 1980, etc. 
43 ‘Ali is reported to have compared himself and his descendants with Jesus. Beginning by declaring that 
God is one and unique in his unity, he goes on: ‘He uttered a Word which became light. From that light He 
… created me and my progeny. Then God uttered another Word which became a spirit, and that spirit He 
made to dwell in the light. The light, moreover, He made to dwell in our bodies. Thus, we are the spirit of 
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to Jesus. While the Sunnis rejects any insinuation regarding Jesus’ death and crucifixion 
as tantamount to equating God with failure, Mahmoud Ayoub asserts that such traditions 
about Jesus “were, and still are, used as homiletic materials by popular preachers in 
services commemorating the sufferings of the imams … supposed to convey a message 
of suffering, wisdom, piety, and divine mercy.”44 Speaking on the universality of Jesus’ 
miracles for both Muslims and Christians elsewhere, he buttresses this point by insisting 
that the miracle of Jesus, like the miracle of the Qur’n, is not a once-only event, but an 
everlasting source of blessing, guidance, and salvation to all humanity because Jesus: 
 
is the saviour of all, for what is salvation but healing? A saviour is not simply one 
who dies for the sins of others (bearing in mind the absent of the concept of sin in 
Islam), but also one who heals the sickness of the human soul; one who infuses 
life into dead spirits by his own life and spirit. The original meaning of salvation 
is to be healed, to be made wholesome, to be truly restored to life. This according 
to the Qur’n, was the mission of Jesus.45 
 
As opposed to Sunnites ideology of ‘manifest victory’ which accordingly characterizes 
the life of Muhammad and other Prophets including the first umma, the emphasis on the 
redeeming suffering of Jesus is well appreciated in Shi`ite Islam due to the tragedy of 
Karbala, where the house of ‘Ali was defeated and Husayn martyred. Husayn’s 
martyrdom is responsible for a number of traditions which compare Husayn with Jesus 
covering such issues as their miraculous birth and the similarity of their prophetic and 
spiritual genealogies, which they are said to have inherited from their mothers. Cragg 
points out that: 
 
The ‘manifest victory’ to which initial Islam was committed, in both idea and 
action, by the post-Hijrah success was necessarily denied to those ‘unsuccessful’ 
factions into which Muslims inevitably fragmented under the first three Caliphs 
and beyond … ‘failure’ was bound to be the experience of some.46 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
God and His Words.” See M. M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic Christology: An Image of Jesus in Early 
Shi’i Muslim Literature”,  p. 167. 
44 See N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity…, p. 169. 
45 M. M. Ayoub, “The Miracle of Jesus: Muslim Reflections on the Divine Word” in R. A. Berkey and S. 
A. Edwards eds., Christology in Dialogue (Ohio: The Pilgrim Press, 1993): pp. 221-228. 
46 K. Cragg, Muhammad and the Christian (London: Orbis Books, 1984): p. 143. 
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This is responsible for the theology of suffering in Shi`ism where the innocent suffering 
of the righteous is seen as possessing “a merit which could avail for the redemption of the 
unworthy and for a deep emotional release and compensation.”47 
 
Shi`ite Muslims in their devotion (cf. the passion plays of Shi`ite Islam) believe that their 
emotional sufferings are passed on to the ‘sufferers’ of the tragedy of Karbala. As to the 
implications for an Islamic Christology, Mahmoud Ayoub “holds the view that although 
the Qur’n denies the expiatory sacrifice of Christ on the cross once and for all, it does 
not necessarily deny ‘his general redemptive role in human history’.”48 This is arrived at 
on the bases of the unique place Jesus occupies in Shi`ite piety, as they strive to model 
their life after his humility as God’s servant as well as a highly favoured and exalted 
friend of God. His proximity to God makes him the stern teacher and warner that he is, 
“instructing men and also passing harsh judgment on their folly, foolishness, and 
hypocrisy.”49 
 
The Brethren of Purity’ (Ikhwn al-Saf’) within Ism‘l Sevener Sh`ites50 have added 
other dimensions to their understanding of Jesus’ ascetic life and his crucifixion. 
Influenced by Pythagorism and Neoplatonism, they conceive of Jesus as a “wayfaring 
ascetic and a ‘physician of souls’ as in Sfism” The spiritual dimension of Jesus’ 
miracles is emphasized. As one “sent to save the souls of those who professed the 
religion of Moses, but only clung to the externals of the law,” he never rebuked them 
severely but “approached them as a healing physician, and spoke to them in parables.”51 
His approach won over many:  
 
They saw what Christ (peace be upon him) had told and seen with the eye of the 
heart and the light of certainty and sincerity of faith, and sought the other world, 
abstaining from the pride and allurements of this world, and thus being save from 
                                                 
47 Ibid. 
48 M. M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic Christology…”, p. 94. 
49 M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic Christology: An Image of Jesus in Early Shi ‘i Muslim Literature” in 
The Muslim World, Vol. LXVI, No. 3, July, 1976, pp. 186-7. 
50 B. Homuth has written on Ismailism. See Bernd Homuth, “Changes in Early History of Ismailism” 
(Edinburgh: Msc Thesis, University of Edinburgh, 2006).  
51 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 79. 
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the slavery of the world and its lusts. They put on patched garments and traveled 
with Christ from place to place.52 
 
Presenting Jesus in this light, David Pinault notes that the Brethren of Purity have 
portrayed Jesus akin to an Ism‘l d‘ (summoner): 
 
Christ is said in this epistle to have known that he could not manifest himself 
openly to men, given their state of ignorance, imprisoned as they are in nature and 
the Material. Hence he took the disguise of a physician and healer and wandered 
from town to town, preaching, mingling with men, and piquing their curiosity 
with parables. He would then initiate select listeners and offer them Gnostic 
vision in which the soul is called to awaken from sleep of ignorance and escape 
from the prison of the body, to ascend finally into the celestial spheres and the 
realms of divine majesty.53 
 
In line with Nestorian belief, they affirm that Jesus’ bodily humanity was crucified and 
actually died on the cross while his soul was librated. According to them, Jesus was: 
 
nailed to the cross, given vinegar to drink, pierced by the lance, taken down from 
the cross, shrouded and laid in the tomb. However, it is only the bodily humanity 
(nst) of Jesus that is crucified. Three days later he appears to the disciples, and 
when the news spread that he had not been killed, the Jews opened the grave but 
did not find his mortal remains (nst).54 
 
Robinson attributes their acceptance of the crucifixion to their inclination towards Neo-
Platonist metaphysics: ‘the soul which constitutes the personality was librated when the 
body – the prison of the soul – died on the cross.’55 
 
5.1.4 Jesus in Sfism 
 
While still firmly rejecting the divinity of Jesus, though in varying degrees, some 
Muslims have gone far beyond the usual interpretation of the Qur’n and look upon Jesus 
as someone unique and special who should be emulated by all believers. As a movement 
                                                 
52 Quoted from Loofty Levonian, “The Ikhwan al-Safia and Christ” in The Muslim World, XXXV 1 (1945): 
pp. 29-31, p. 29; H. Goddard, Muslim Perceptions of Christianity (London: Grey Seal, 1996): p. 21. 
53 D. Pinault, “Images of Christ in Arabic Literature” in Die Welt des Islams XXVII (1987): 103-125, p. 
110. 
54 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 80.  
55 N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity…, p. 57. 
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that is as old as Islam itself cutting across all spectrum of the Muslim umma, Jesus has 
found different representations in the writings of several prominent Sf writers,56 all 
aiming at expressing their high esteem for him as well as endearing him to the hearts of 
all true seekers after God. In Sfism, Jesus has a prominent place in Sf devotion with 
many Sf teachers speaking of ‘the Jesus stage’ as one of the higher stations of spiritual 
growth. Leirvik points out that:  
 
the aim of mature Sfism is often described as fan’, passing from the 
consciousness of the self towards baq’, reaching a state of union with the divine 
– purified and transformed by God. To reach the goal, the state of baq’, several 
stations have to be passed, with the aim of purifying the soul.57  
 
As a necessary step towards the fulfilment of this aim, Jesus, considered more than a 
prophet in most Sfs circles, is highly esteemed as Kenneth Cragg declares:  
 
Nowhere is Islamic awareness of Jesus more lively or more perceptive than in the 
Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Urdu poems of the mystics of Islam. Sitting loosely 
by doctrinal contentiousness, they are free to aspire towards that soul-affection 
which first kindled the theology pundits dispute and which transcends what 
punditry can attain. The Jesus of Sfism kindles mutual recognition.58 
 
Although the controversies surrounding the virginal conception of Jesus, his miraculous 
workings, his divinity, his crucifixion, and his return, among others, have received some 
attention in Sf writings, as aforementioned, the primary concern in Sfism has been the 
appropriation and emulation of Jesus’ exemplary life in order to attain baq. To be able 
to purify oneself, Jesus’ renunciation of the world through self-denial and asceticism, his 
unparalleled love, saintliness, humility, mercy towards sinners, and his absolute 
disposition at returning good for evil, among other virtues, have been the preoccupation 
of Sfs down the centuries. 
 
                                                 
56 E.g. early and medieval writers like Hassan basr (642 - 728 or 737), ‘Rabi (9th Century), al-Muhasibi (d. 
857), al-Bistami (d. 875), al-Hallj (d. 922), al-Qushayri (d. 1072), al-Ghazl (d. 1111), Ibn ‘Arab 
(d.1240), Farid ud-Din ‘Attr (d. 1270), Jalal ad-Din Rm (1207-1273), Qshn (d. 1329) etc. See also 
modern writers like Abbas Mammud al-Aqqd, Kmil Husayn, Ali Merad and Javad Nurbakhsh etc.  
57 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 81. 
58 K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An exploration (London: Allen & Unwin, 1985a): p. 60. 
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The Qur’nic epithet for Jesus in srah 3:45 that he is among al-muqarrabn, ‘those who 
are brought near to God’, among other virtues and deeds, has made Jesus a great Sf 
personality to the Sfs. He is said to have abandoned the external things of life and to 
have given himself up to God, abstaining from food in order to worship, and refraining 
from ‘the pride of the eyes.’ Al-Muhasibi interprets Matt. 19:12a to mean that Jesus was 
himself ‘a eunuch from his mother’s womb.’59  
 
Jesus’ ascetic life has had a tremendous impact on the Sfs worldview. With enormous 
traditions about his self-denial, he is always a point of reference when it comes to dealing 
with the attractions of the world. Thus, in Sfism, the poverty, austerity and detachment 
from this world of Jesus receives far greater emphasis initially as we shall show below. 
Hence, “Jesus becomes the example of piety, renunciation of worldly pleasures, and 
poverty for the Sfs, the one after whom they sought to pattern their lives and 
conduct.”60 Hasan Basr (643-728) attributed the following saying to Jesus when he 
(basr) had to warn the caliph of worldly desire: 
 
My daily bread is hunger, my badge is fear, my raiment is wool, my mount is my 
foot, my lantern at night is the moon, my fire by day is the sun, and my fruit and 
fragrant herbs are such things as the earth brings forth for the wild beasts and the 
cattle. All the night I have nothing, yet there is none richer than I.61  
 
The Sf Persian poet, Farid al-Din ‘Attr (d. 1220) viewed this renunciation of the world 
as something that set Jesus apart, “If for a moment you free yourself from this prison 
around you, you will be like Jesus, unique in detachment.”62 
 
Jesus is said to have warned people about the attraction of this world in view of the fact 
that whatever seemed attractive was just momentary since life itself is transient. In this 
context Jesus is reported to have said “The world is a bridge. Pass over it. Do not linger 
                                                 
59 Ibid.  
60 K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An exploration, p. 167. 
61 Quoted from N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity…, p. 53. 
62 Quoted from Javad Nurbakhsh, Jesus in the Eyes of the Sfs (London: Khaniqahi-Nimatullahi 
Publications, 1982): p. 53. 
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on it.”63 Elsewhere, he warns, “The seeker after the world is like one who would drink 
from the sea: the more he drinks the more thirsty he becomes – until it kills him in the 
end.” Again, he said, “Love of the world and love of the hereafter cannot be brought 
together in the heart of the believer, any more than fire and water can coexist in one 
place.”64 
 
When Satan accused of Jesus being at ease in the world for using a stone as a pillow, 
Jesus is said to have been unequivocal in his renouncement of the world. It is reported 
that as: 
 
Jesus lay down one day with his head upon a stone. Satan, passing by, said: ‘O 
Jesus, you are fond of this world.’ So Jesus took the stone and cast it from under 
his head, saying: ‘This be yours, together with this world.65 
 
Jesus urges commitment to the poor as a warning against the world: “If a man sends away 
a beggar empty from his house, the angels will not visit that house for seven nights.”66 
 
Al-Hallj (858 - 922) was fascinated by Jesus’ ascetic life and love expressed by the 
cross. He is well quoted for his poems, a line of which reads, “I will die in the religion of 
the cross. I need go no more to Mecca or Medina.”67 Although the source of the 
understated quotation is questionable being from an evangelical apologetic literature, he 
is said to be in this ecstatic mood like his contemporary, al-Bistm, which cost him his 
life,68 affirms Jesus’ divinity and urges people to emulate him: 
  
                                                 
63 Ibid, p. 81. 
64 Both sayings are from book 26, quoted from Ibid, pp. 80-81. 
65 From book 26. Quoted from K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An exploration, p. 48. 
66 Ibid, p. 47. 
67 Quoted in J. Kenny, Jesus and Mary in Islam, p. 11. 
68 Al-Bistami and others like him, especially Mansur al-Hallj, were accused of committing the heresy of  
shirk for what was considered their blasphemous claims by orthodox Muslims. Poised to go beyond mere 
asceticism and morality for a more personal union with God which is considered the ultimate goal of 
Sfism, Al-Bistami is said to have exclaimed ‘Glory be to me! How great is my majesty’ during his ecstatic 
mi‘raj. Mansur al-Hallj was put to death in 922 for declaring ana l-haqq, ‘I am the Truth’. Many Sfs see 
a parallel in the execution of al-Hallj, considered his heavenly mi‘raj, with that of Jesus. The 
Substitutionist ideas also resonate here too as it is believed that although al-Hallj was crucified, it was 
only his body that suffered while his soul was raised to God. See O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in 
Islam…, p. 102. 
 261
Everyone who denies the world and humbles himself through fasting and worship 
changes into a spiritual being. He who steadfastly continues in this manner until 
the end of his life will ultimately be permeated by the Spirit of Holiness and 
receive immortality. From then on he is no longer a mortal son of Adam but a part 
of God, in the same way as Jesus.69 
 
Although Jesus was this ascetic, Rm (d. 1273) opines that he was unlike other ascetics 
by quoting a tradition that portrays Jesus as always smiling, indicating that asceticism 
was never imposed on him but joyfully sought as a prerequisite to drawing near to God. 
He reports thus:  
 
Jesus, upon whom be peace, laughed much; John (the Baptist) wept much. John 
said to Jesus: ‘you have become exceedingly secure against the subtle deceits, that 
you laugh so much’. Jesus replied: ‘You have become all to unmindful of the 
subtle, secret and wonderful graces and kindness of God that you weep so much.70 
 
The initial emphasis on asceticism as a prerequisite for the purifying process was 
replaced by the emphasis on the language of love in the 9th century as represented by 
Rbi’a and others. Rbi’a is credited with a famous prayer, which expresses the heartbeat 
of Sf devotion as yearning love for God Himself: 
 
Oh, my Lord, if I worship Thee from fear of Hell, burn me in Hell, And if I 
worship Thee in the hope of paradise exclude me thence, But if I worship Thee 
for Thine own sake Withhold not from me Thine Eternal beauty.71 
 
This longing for God in emulation of Jesus propels one to strive towards holiness. As a 
saint, his life-giving breath and love made him unparallel except to Muhammad. Al-
Ghazl cites Jesus’ ascetic life, wisdom and love for God on a par with sayings of the 
Prophet to serve as a guide to believers in numerous references.72 In an instance, al-
Ghazl reports that, “He (Jesus) was asked: ‘Are there any one on the earth like you?’ 
                                                 
69 Ibnu ‘l-Arabi, al-Futuhatu ‘l-makkiyya, Vol. 2, p. 34. Qouted in Ishak Ersen, Jesus Christ in the 
Traditions of Islam (Kano: Voice of Truth, 2004): p. 31.   
70 Quoted from N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity, p. 92. 
71 Quoted from M. Smith: Rabi‘a: The Life and Work of Rabi‘a and Other Women Mystics in Islam 
(Oxford: Oneworld, 1994): p. 50. Similar sayings are attributed to Jesus by the Sfs, cf. two sayings in 
Ansri’s Tafsr-e ‘erfani, Quoted by J. Nurbakhsh, Jesus in the Eyes of the Sfs, p. 123 as well as several 
sayings cited by al-Ghazl in Ihya, in book 36/iv.6 on love. 
72 Some of these references are derived from unknown sources. See O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in 
Islam, p. 85. 
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He answered: ‘Yes. Whoever has prayer for his speech, meditation for his silence and 
tears for his vision, he is like me.”73 Al-Ghazl sees this as attainable because like other 
contemporaries, he believed in the God-giving capacity bestowed upon mankind to 
imitate divine qualities given the right spiritual discipline. Cardinal to this process is the 
avoidance of mere ritualism or hypocrisy taking a clue from Jesus’ warning regarding 
fasting and giving like in the biblical narratives: 
 
Jesus told his disciples: ‘Whenever one should fast, he should smear grease on his 
hair and face and lips, so that no one is aware that he is fasting; and when he gives 
with his right hand, his left hand should not know what his right hand is doing; 
and when he prays, he should draw a curtain across the doorway…74 
 
Jesus’ love is equated with his life-giving breath or healing of both physical and spiritual 
sickness. Rm sees Jesus as a great spiritual physician because of his healing love and 
life-giving breath. Jesus’ way therefore meant ‘wrestling with solitude and not gratifying 
lust’. Emphasis is laid on the inner meaning of Jesus’ healing miracles. Thus: 
 
Jesus is portrayed as healing souls from spiritual blindness and the leprosy of 
worldliness, bringing them to the eternal life of divine knowledge Out of the 
‘clay’ of our carnal soul, Jesus creates bird-like souls, by breathing divine 
knowledge into them. 
 
On physical healing, it is said that he could heal all diseases except a fool: 
 
The disease of folly is (the result of) the wrath of God; (physical) disease and 
blindness are not (the result of divine) wrath: they are (a means of) probation.75  
 
Similarly, Najim al-Dn Rz affirms Jesus the prophet said: 
 
The Lord granted me the power to bring the dead to life and make the blind to see 
and the congenitally deaf to hear, but He did not give me the power to cure the 
fool.76  
 
                                                 
73 K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration, p. 49. 
74 Quoted from J. Nurbaksksh, Jesus in the Eyes of the Sfs, p. 82. Cf. Matthew 6:3, 6, 17. 
75 Quoted from R. Nicholson, The Mystics of Islam vol. II (London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1963): p. 145. 
76 J. Nurbakhsh, Jesus in the Eyes of the Sfs, p. 80. 
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At the end of his life, Rm believes Jesus ascended to heaven and now resides in the 
fourth heaven but can be born again in everyone, through the birth pangs like those of 
Mary: 
 
It is pain that guides a person in every enterprise … It was not until the pain of 
labour appeared in Mary that she made for the tree … Those pangs brought her to 
the tree, and the tree which was withered became fruitful … The body is like 
Mary. Everyone of us has a Jesus within him, but until the pangs manifest in us 
our Jesus is not born. If the pangs never come, then Jesus rejoins his origin by the 
same secret path by which he came, leaving us bereft and without portion of 
him.77 
 
Ibn ‘Arabi’s (d.1240) postulation that Jesus is “the seal of the saints” to correspond with 
Muhammad’s title, “the seal of prophets,” motivates many to look forward to Jesus’ 
second coming with definitive holiness, sealing all holiness from Adam to the end of 
time.78 In modern times, some books, especially by ‘Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqd, Kmil 
Husayn and Ali Merad, “The Genius of the Messiah,” “City of Wrong” and “Christ 
According to the Qur’n” have elicited deep devotion to Jesus’ moral teaching and 
example.  
 
Another area of attraction in Jesus’ life is his humility. For example, Jesus is reported to 
have asked the children of Israel: 
 
Where does the seed grow?” They answered, “In the dust.” He said, “Truly I say 
to you, ‘Truth can only grow in the heart that has been crushed like dust.’79  
 
Although Jesus had the power to rebuke, al-Ghazl said he always cautioned people on 
the evil of the tongue and recommends silence as the major portion of devotion: 
“devotion is of ten parts. Nine of them consist in silence, and one is solitude.”80 For those 
who are full of words often miss the opportunity to gain wisdom. Because a receptive 
heart is the only conduit upon which a message could grow, al-Ghazl emphasized 
through a quotation that, “Christ (peace be upon him) said:  
                                                 
77 Fihi ma fihi / Discourses 5, Quoted in O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 94. 
78 Ibid. 
79 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam, p. 94.  
80 K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration, p. 48. 
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Crop grows on soft ground, and not on rock. Similarly wisdom works in the heart 
of the humble, and not in the heart of the haughty. Or do you not see that if a man 
lifts his head up to the roof it wounds him, but if he bows down his head it 
shelters and protects him?81  
 
It is alleged that: 
 
The humility of Jesus was such that his community was commanded that they 
should pay poll-tax completely, humbling themselves, that if any one of them 
were struck on the cheek, he should also turn the other, and that he should not hit 
back or seek retribution.82 
 
To illustrate that Jesus is merciful to sinners, someone is said to have challenged him for 
visiting the house of a prostitute and he said, “The doctor must visit the sick!”83  
 
Jesus’ teaching of not repaying wrong with wrong became al-Muhsib’s fascination. An 
important part of the spiritual discipline recommended by al-Muhsib was to imbibe 
what he called ‘the spring of compassion’ which would enable one to bless, not curse the 
evildoer. Using nature, particularly the beauty of flowers and the joy of the birds as 
pointers to the mercy of God, he admonished people to be generous and merciful to 
others as well as being free from care.84 
 
In view of God’s kindness, wrath must be shone by all:  
 
Jesus, upon whom be peace, was asked ‘Spirit of God, what is the greatest and 
most difficult thing in this world and the next?’ He replied, ‘The wrath of God.’ 
They asked again, ‘And what shall save a man from that?’ He answered: ‘You 
master your own wrath and suppress your rage.’85 
 
                                                 
81 From book 89 (III.9) on the reproach of pride and vanity. Trans. O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in 
Islam…, p. 87. 
82 Ibid, p. 177. 
83 A tradition reports that when one of his disciples showed his astonishment and indignation about Jesus’ 
lack of revenge following much insult hipped on him by people, Jesus said “A person gives to others that 
which he has in himself.” Al-Jhiz, Vol. 2, p. 74, Quoted in Ersen, Jesus Christ in the Traditions of Islam, 
pp. 32-34. 
84 K. Cragg, The Call of the Minaret (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1985): p. 49. 
85 Fihi ma fihi / Discourses 68, quoted from O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam, p. 92.  
 265
On patience and gratitude, al-Ghazl refers to what he himself saw in the Gospel:  
 
I saw in the Injl that Jesus son of Mary said: You have been told before to take a 
tooth for a tooth and a nose for a nose: Do not fight evil with evil, but rather turn 
your cheek to the one who slaps your right cheek. Give your mantle to the one 
who takes your loincloth. Walk two miles together with the one who makes you 
to walk one mile with him.86 
 
Instead of repaying evil with evil, al-Ghazl recommends a prayer attributed to Jesus in 
connection with the dawn worship as guidance for spiritual discipline:  
 
Then repeat the words of Jesus (God bless and preserve both our Prophet and 
him): ‘O God, I here this morning am unable to repel what I loathe and to gain 
what I hope for; by thy hand has this morning come, not by the hand of any other; 
I this morning am obliged to do my work, and no needy man is in greater need 
than I am of Thee, while no rich man is less in need than Thou art of me. O God, 
let not my enemy rejoice over me, and let not my friend think evil of me, May I 
not come into misfortune in my religion. May this world not be the greatest of my 
cares nor the sum of my knowledge. Let not him who has no mercy for me prevail 
over me by my sin.87 
 
5.1.5 Jesus in the Ahmadiyya Movement 
 
Ahmadiyya’s refutation of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection, including his second 
return, are the major points of departure between the Ahmadiyya and other Muslim 
groups. Influenced by the Gospel of Barnabas, Islamic hadth, Arabic literary sources, 
Persian histories and medieval medical texts,88 Ghulam Ahmad taught that Jesus escaped 
crucifixion, migrated to Kashmir, died at the age of 120 and is buried at Srinagar.89 
                                                 
86 Translated by O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam, p. 87, from Asinet Palacios 1974, p. 394. cf. 
Matthew 5:38-41. 
87 Quoted from W. M. Watt, The Faith and Practice of Al-Ghazl (Oxford: Oneworld, 1994): p. 116. 
88 These sources describe Jesus as the “travelling prophet” and stories of his travels in 
India abound. The medieval medical texts give recipes for an “ointment of Jesus” 
prepared for his wounds after being taken down from the cross and enabling his recovery 
before he travelled out of Jerusalem to Galilee, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and finally to 
Srinagar, Kashmir, where he died at old age. See K. M. O’Connor, “The Islamic Jesus: 
Messiahhood and Human Divinity in African American Muslim Exegesis” in Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion Vol. 66, no. 3, p. 501.   
89 The aim of the rescue, Ahmad argues, was to enable Jesus preach the message of God to ‘the lost tribes’ 
of Judaism in ‘far away’ east who ‘had given up their ancestral faith, adopted Buddhism, and even relapsed 
into idolatry.’ Srah 3.45, where reference to Jesus being honoured in this world and in the hereafter is 
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Jeremy Hinds opines that Ghulam Ahmad emphasized Jesus’ natural death deliberately to 
counteract the prevailing teaching in Islam that Jesus was alive in the skies waiting to 
return someday as he, Ghulam Ahmad, posed as the promised Messiah, fulfilling the 
promise of the second coming of Jesus. This also was meant to present himself as the 
Mahdi, a peaceful and not a bloody Mahd, with the sword.90 
 
The Ahmadiyya laid great emphasis on the Messiahhood of Jesus which transcends the 
mortal Jesus’ lifetime and will be embodied in others in latter days. This is responsible 
for their doctrine of the manifestation (buruz) of saints and prophets within living 
believers. They believe that becoming Mary or Jesus through manifestation is 
theoretically open to anyone: 
 
…Every believer who accomplishes himself in piety and purity, is Mary in the 
sense of buruz. And God breathes into him the spirit, which becomes the son of 
Mary.91  
 
Ghulam Ahmad claimed to have accomplished this personally. Thus, the Islamic 
conflation of Messiah and Jesus is replicated for the Ahmadiyya in the Jesushood 
(Isawiyya) of Ghulam Ahmad: 
 
there is no Mahdi, except Jesus recorded in the Hadth book of ibn Mja…. This 
hadth means that no Mahdi shall come except the man who shall come with the 
temperament and disposition of Jesus, i.e., he shall be the promised Messiah as 
well as the Mahdi…. I wish to inform our benevolent government that the 
                                                                                                                                                 
interpreted to mean a prophecy regarding his ‘coming to lands of Afghanistan, Punjab, Kashmir and Tibet, 
honouring them with his visit, and given great eminence by God when met by the lost tribes of Israel.’ The 
implication of his insistence that Jesus died, not on the cross, but at old age in Kashmir, is a direct affront to 
eliminate from Islam the Christ-expectancy derived from tradition. It is noted that many of the Indo-
Pakistani responses about the return of Christ aimed at refuting Ahmadi beliefs, or as Leirvik puts it ‘for 
internal use, and not for dialogue with Christianity.’ See O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, pp. 
126-7. Similar reference is found in Ajijolah’s Admadi apologetic literatute. See A. D. Ajijola, The Myth of 
the Cross (Lahore: Islamic Publications, 1975): p. 16.   
90 J. Hinds & J. Walsh, “The Ahmadiyya Movement and Nigeria” in TCNN Research Bulletin, No. 22, 
September 1991, p. 1. 
91 Ulfat Aziz-us Samad, A Comparative Study of Christianity and Islam (Delhi: Noor Publishing House, 
1986) Quoted in K. M. O’Connor, “The Islamic Jesus: Messiahhood and Human Divinity in African 
American Muslim Exegesis” in Journal of the American Academy of Religion Vol. 66, no. 3, p. 502. 
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promised Messiah who has received guidance from, and who follows the path of 
Jesus, is myself.92 
 
Ghulam uses this alleged privileged position to distinguish himself from his 
contemporaries. Jesus’ peaceful disposition which many dismissed as a sign of his utter 
failure was celebrated by the Ahmadis including Ghulam himself. As against the jihâd 
propaganda that was becoming popularized as a justified response in defence and in some 
cases to propagate the Islamic faith then, Ghulam and his followers opted for pacifism. 
For example, responding to the popular view of jihâd among certain Indian sects like the 
Ahl-i-Hadth, who did not only sanction arbitrary killing for the cause of Islam but were 
expectant about the future coming of a violent and ‘bloody’ Mahd aided by a likewise 
violent and ‘bloody’ Messiah, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad condemned their views as un-
Islamic. He argues that Jesus: 
 
did not raise the sword against his enemies, nor did he reply to their abuse, until 
many of his Companions and dear friends were mercilessly murdered; and until 
he himself was subjected to sufferings of various kinds.93  
 
At a point, having been overwhelmed with the popular beliefs in ‘a bloody Messiah’, 
Ahmad linked his Jesushood with the nonviolent disposition of Jesus by declaring that:  
 
the real and true Promised Messiah who is also the real Mahdi, tidings of whose 
appearance are to be found in the Bible and the Qur’n and whose coming is 
promised also in the hadth, is myself; who is, however, not provided with any 
sword or gun.94 
 
Although it is the aforementioned swoon belief which led Jesus to die in Kashmir that 
receives the most attention in Ahmadiyya circles, and despite the affinity of their founder 
with Jesus, they sometimes go extra miles in their insistence that Jesus was human. In 
addition to the common denial regarding Jesus’ divinity, they also deny Jesus' virgin 
                                                 
92 Ibid, pp. 210-211, Quoted in O’Connor, p. 501. It should be noted that it is such claims including the 
claim to prophethood as indicated earlier that incurred the ban on the Ahmadiyya from performing the Hajj 
to Saudi Arabia and recently threatened with five year jail term in Indonesia, should his followers continue 
to challenge the finality of Muhammad as the seal of prophets, by their continued belief in the prophethood 
of their founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (d. 1908). Ahmadis continue to be viewed with suspicion across the 
Muslim world. 
93 M. G. Ahmad, Jesus in India (Islamabad and Tilford: Islam International Publications, 1989): p. 14  
94 Ibid p. 16. 
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birth, insisting that his father was Joseph.95 Jesus’ miracle of healing the sick is 
interpreted simply as a spiritual, not physical healing.96 Even the Qur’nic assertion that 
Jesus spoke from the cradle to defend his mother (Srah 19:29) is interpreted as referring 
to Jesus’ speech when he was grown.97 Ajijola in his “The Myth of the Cross” accuses 
Jesus of rudeness to the woman of Canaan (Mt. 15:21-26) and his mother (Jn. 2:1-4 & 
Mt. 12:47-48), offering of wine to people (Jn. 2:8), telling lies about going up to 
Jerusalem (Jn. 7:8-10) and being too intimate with a woman (Lk. 7:137-38), thereby 
challenging Qur’nic and Hadth allusions that Jesus might have been sinless. In fact, 
Ajijola presupposes that Jesus took baptism from John for the forgiveness of sins.98  
 
5.1.6 Apologetics and Polemics 
 
Following the advent of Islam, Christians, especially theologians and church leaders, 
found it necessary not only to defend Christian beliefs (apologetics) that had come under 
attack,99 but also to refute the claims of Islam as well (polemics).100 This is a vast area far 
                                                 
95 M. M. Ali, The Holy Qur’n (Lahore: Ahmadiyya Anjuman Isha’at Islam, 1951): pp. 424ff. 
96 Ibid, p. 429. 
97 Ibid, 1540. 
98 A. D. Ajijola, The Myth of the Cross, pp. 40-41. 
99 Two examples are worth noting: the Muslim apologetic before an Ethiopian emperor following the 
arrival of a group of Muslims who sought refuge in Ethiopia after fleeing Mecca, and the episode between 
Muhammad and the delegation of Christians from Najran. See Ibn Ishq, The Life of Muhammad, in Ibn 
Hisham’s edition, tr. A. Guillaume (Oxford: OUP, 1955): pp. 146-153. 
100 J. M. Gaudeul has done great work on this in two volumes on Survey and Text in Encounters and 
Clashes: Islam and Christianity in History, Vol. I: A Survey, vol. II: Texts (Rome: Pontificio Instituto di 
Studi Arabi e Islamici, 2000). While some of the writings were directed to Muslims, some were to fellow 
Christians of different doctrinal persuasions. Although those directed to Muslims differ in their tunes, some 
were couched in inflammatory language and blistering assault on Muhammad, often badly misinformed, 
having no basis in the Qur’n or the Hadth. “The Life of Muhammad,” “The Book of Denuding,” and the 
utterances of the Cordoban Martyrs are good examples of this. Their use of the Qur’n to defend Christian 
persuasion of Jesus would be unhelpful today in most instances even if they were at the moment. Christian 
apologetics and polemics during the early medieval period include those of John of Damascus (675-753), 
Theodore Abu Qurra (740-825), Timothy (727-823), Ammar basr and Abu Ra’itah (800-850), Abraham of 
Tiberias (ca. 820), Al-Kind vs. Al-Hshim (813-833), Hafs ibn Albar al-Quti (d. 889) and Nicetas of 
Byzantium (842-912). Christian-Muslim debates intensified during the later medieval period, particularly in 
Spain, the first western country to come under Islamic rule, and in the early modern period with the works 
of Elias Nisibi (975-1046), Peter the Venerable or Petrus Venerabilis as he was called (1094-1156), Paul of 
Antioch (ca. 1180), Francis of Assisi (1182-1226), Al-Qurtubi (d. 1273), Roger Bacon (1214-1292), 
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), Ramon Llull (1235-1315), Gregory Palamas (1296-1360), Nicolaus 
Cusanus (1401-1464) and Martin Luther (1483-1546). See also A. Christys, Christians in al-Andalus 
(London: Curzon, 2001): p. 64; O. R. Constable ed., Medieval Iberia: Readings from Christian, Muslim, 
and Jewish Sources (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997): pp. 48–50; H. Goddard, A 
History of Christian-Muslim Relations (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2000): pp. 114–115; R. Llull, 
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beyond what the scope of this study can handle. Beginning with Muhammad as reflected 
in the Qur’n to the Middle Ages when Muslim-Christian polemics reached its peak, 
there exists numerous Muslim polemics with particular reference to Jesus. The main 
preoccupation of these polemics focuses on the denial of Jesus’ divinity, using Islamic, 
Christian and non-canonical sources as well as reason and logic. Muslim polemics about 
Jesus have had and continue to have tremendous influence on the average Muslims’ 
perception of Jesus and Christianity in general. We will use the polemical works of al-
Tabar, al-Jhiz, al-Qsim, Ibn Hazm, al-Bj, al Qays, al-Ghazl and ibn Taymiyya as 
examples.  
 
From the early to the medieval period, Muslim polemicist like Umar, Ali B. Rabbn al-
Tabar (d. 855) drew most of his information from Apocrypha and popular traditions as 
seen in his “Refutation of Christianity” and “The Book of Religion and Empire”101. He 
alludes that ascribing divinity to Jesus would be an insult and an attack on the authority 
of God. He therefore denies the divinity of Jesus as a response to the two natures of Jesus 
taught by the Antiochene school and Nestorianism. Based on Qur’n: Surahs 2:130, 285; 
112:1-4; 3:157; 9:110; 7:156 etc, he emphasized Jesus’ humanity insisting that his unique 
qualities as found in the Qur’n were not different from those of Adam, Elijah, Enoch etc. 
He further opines that the redemption theory glorifies Satan having come as a rescuer of 
the people against Satan and then suddenly calling God for help against Satan. He also 
considers this an insult to God in the worst manner.102 Basing his argument on Jesus’ 
single nature, he dismisses Christianity as false as Jesus cannot be both creator and 
created. He argues that if Jesus’ crucifixion was God’s plan then Satan and the Jews 
should be praised for their noble deed and that if Christ was coerced and compelled to die 
on the cross, then he is to be disparaged rather than praised.103  
 
The Mu’tazilite theologian ‘Amr b. Bahr al-Jhiz (776 - 869) embarked on a 
commissioned propaganda under caliph al-Mutawakkil (847-861). His pamphlet focuses 
                                                                                                                                                 
Blanquerna, trans. E. Allison Peers (London: Jarrolds Publishers, 1926): pp. 161–166, 189–191, 356–358, 
365. We will refer to modern western studies of Islamic Christology below. 
101 J. M. Gaudeul, 1: A Survey, pp. 42-48. 
102 Ibid, p. 183. 
103 Ibid, p. 188. 
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on questions asked by Christians concerning alleged Qur’nic contradictions and the use 
of anthropomorphic terms for God, the vilification of the Christian community and 
refutations concerning Christian perceptions of Jesus. Although he denounced Christian 
inability to interpret anthropomorphic terms metaphorically regarding Jesus, he does little 
to set Islam above the same charge. At a point, he condemns Christianity as just blind 
fanaticism for ascribing divinity to Jesus and likens the Christian faith to Manichaeism 
and atheism in some of its aspects. “Christianity is not merely assailed as a false faith, but 
also as a social evil.”104 
 
Al-Qsim b. Ibrahm (785-860) stressed that the expression “Father” and “Son” in the 
case of God should be interpreted to mean “follower” or “servant” rather than taking 
them in their literal sense.105 Ab `s al-Warrq (d. 861 or 909) who is said to have 
abandoned Mu’tazilism by leaning towards Shi’ism following severe criticism, began by 
describing the main Christian confessions as he saw them before he embarked on 
attacking the dogmas of the Trinity and the Incarnation based on philosophical reasoning 
rather than on Biblical or Qur’nic grounds.106 In ‘Umar’s letter to Leo (ca 900) Jesus’ 
allegiance to God as demonstrated in his prayer life, his ignorance of certain events, his 
acknowledgement that he is a messenger, sent by God, his alleged foretelling of 
Muhammad’s coming, his response to Satan during his temptation that he would only 
prostrate before God alone and his insistence on monotheism are enough indications that 
he is just a man. His birth is not more extraordinary than that of Adam and that other 
prophets performed miracles as well.107 Concerning salvation, he argues that Christian 
theology on salvation makes Satan a formidable enemy of God, and Christ’s mission ends 
in failure: in his life-time as in today’s world.108  
 
Ab Mansr al-Mturd (d. 944) refutes Jesus’ claimed divine sonship and the notion 
that his miracles are a pointer to his divinity. Another Mu’atizilite theologian, ‘Abd al- 
Jabbr (934-1025), basing his argument to refute Melkites', Jacobites' and Nestorians' 
                                                 
104 J. Finkel, p. 321, J. M. Gaudeul, I: A Survey, pp. 35, 38. 
105 Ibid, p. 88.  
106 Ibid. 
107 J. M. Gaudeul, II: Texts, pp. 148-154. 
108 Ibid I, p. 82. 
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“union of will” and “union of substance” in Jesus, dismissed Christianity as a late 
invention which betrays the teaching of Christ and thus, according to his view, the 
religion of Christ is different from the religion of Christians, which led him to dismiss the 
trinity, incarnation and the crucifixion. In ‘Abd al-Jabbr’s version of the passion 
narrative, the substitution theory is cast anew or reconstructed due to Christians’ 
corruption of the teaching of Jesus, ‘against the words of Jesus, they claim that he is God, 
and against the practice of Jesus, they have abolished the Jewish law.’ Paul and 
Constantine were seen as responsible for the corruption. He described Paul as ‘a cunning 
and roguish Jew’ while Constantine ‘reigned for fifty years, killing those who did not 
venerate the cross or accept the divinity of Christ, and thus in the end these beliefs were 
firmly established.’109  
 
Based on the notion that the Jewish and Christian scriptures have been falsified, Ibn 
Hazm (d. 1064 or 1076)110 dismissed the doctrine of the divine attributes developed in the 
Monophysite tradition. Though a critic of all schools of theology through his zhiri 
approach which rejects reason and speculation including analogy, he is most remembered 
among Muslim polemicists for pioneering detailed textual criticism of the Bible, and 
particularly for his picking apart of the canonical Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John. In his Kitb al-Fasl f al-Mill wa al-Ahw’ wa al-Nihl, or the The Decisive Word 
on Sects, Heterodoxies and Denominations, Ibn Hazm draws out numerous apparent 
contradictions and absurdities between the Gospels with the intent of undermining their 
credibility.111 Given the longstanding assertion among Muslims that Christians had 
corrupted their Scriptures,112 Ibn Hazm was able to use his fairly extensive knowledge of 
the Bible to devastating effect. Muslims could not only claim the Bible was not the 
                                                 
109 Quoted from S. M. Stern, “'Abd al-Jabbar’s Account of how Christ’s Religion was Falsified by the 
Adoption of Roman Customs” in Journal of Theological Studies 19 (1968): p. 145; see also O. Leirvik, 
Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, pp. 109-10; J. M. Gaudeul, I: A Survey, pp. 90-1. 
110 A. G. Chejne, Islam and the West: The Moriscos (New York: State University of New York Press, 
1983): p. 78.  
111 In employing this method, Ibn Hazm arguably anticipated many of the concerns Western scholars would 
later raise after the Reformation of the church in the West. See G. H. Aasi, Muslim Understanding of Other 
Religions. (Islamabad: International Institute of Islamic Thought and Islamic Research Institute, 1999): p.  
132. 
112 The Abbsid caliph Mahdi, for example, levelled this accusation against the Bible during his dialogue 
with the patriarch Timothy I in 781. See N. A. Newman, The Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue. (Hartfield  
P.A.: Interdisciplinary Biblical Research Institute, 1993): p. 193. 
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revealed Word of God, as Christians asserted, but in fact they could finally show how and 
where Christians had changed and warped its teaching. 
 
Ibn Hazm attacks the divinity of Jesus113 by pointing to the alleged distortion of the 
Christian scriptures.114 He cites as examples the alleged discrepancies in the Gospels over 
how Jesus called his disciples,115 his genealogies, 116 and his parable of the mustard seed 
in Matthew 13:31-32. Ibn Hazm regards the parable as ridiculous pointing out that 
mustard plants do not grow into large trees. “Doesn’t the evangelist writing this Gospel 
know that mustard plants never become large enough to shelter birds?” Surely, Ibn Hazm 
contends, a prophet (much less God) would never think of saying such a thing!117 He also 
used references in the Gospels that refer to Jesus as a man (John 3:13), servant (Matthew 
12:18), etc to argue that Jesus was no more than a man. At a point, he maintains that the 
“Christian Jesus” is not worthy of being a prophet because he tells lies, made a mistake in 
choosing Judas as one of his disciples, displayed ignorance by contradicting himself on 
some occasions, and made false promises.118 In Mark 6:1-6, the same passage that 
describes Jesus’ brothers, he observes that Jesus is portrayed as unable to work miracles 
in Nazareth because his hometown gives him no honour. Is this not, Ibn Hazm asks, a 
mark of a prophet and not God, who is all-powerful?119 
 
                                                 
113 G. H. Aasi writes, ‘Ibn Hazm’s main purpose in finding and demonstrating all these contradictions, 
tensions, and confusions in the Christological titles and in the mission and status of Jesus, as preferred by 
the gospels, is to prove that Jesus neither claimed himself to be the Messiah of Jewish expectations nor a 
redeemer of Christian belief’. See Aasi, Muslim Understanding of Other Religions, pp. 181–182. 
114 Ibn Hazm, Kitb al-Fasl in Asin Palacios, Abenhazam de Cordoba y su historia critica las ideas 
religiosas (Madrid: Tip. De la Revista de archivos, 1928 – 1932): pp. 12–15. Quoted in S. Gertze, 
“Criticising the ‘Enemy’ Ruler’s Religion: An analysis of polemic comparing to what extent minority 
Christians in al-Andalus and minority Muslims in medieval and early modern Spain were allowed to speak 
without fear of recrimination” (Edinburgh: Msc Thesis, University of Edinburgh, 2006): p. 41. 
115 Ibid, p. 42. 
116 Ibid.  
117 Ibid.  
118 J. M. Gaudeul. I: A Survey, p. 118. 
119 S. Gertze, pp. 43. 59. Ibn Hazm quotes al An’am 6:109 as proof of this, noting that ‘miracles proceed 
only from God’. 
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The idea that Jesus ate and drank as stated in Matthew 11:18–19, the reference to his 
biological brothers120 and humiliating anguish in the face of his impending death in the 
garden of Gethsemane are again pick up by Ibn Hazm to disprove Jesus' divinity.  
 
Ibn Hazm’s method was to be later imitated by others. Chejne argues that Muslims, in 
resisting conversion once al-Andalus fell to Christian forces: 
 
found themselves obligated to defend their belief and to retort in kind, using the 
method of textual criticism inaugurated by their compatriot Ibn Hazm in the 
eleventh century.121  
 
The Qdi Ab’l-Wald al-Bj (d. 1081), a younger contemporary of Ibn Hazm, adopted 
Ibn Hazm’s approach coined in the form of a letter written to a ‘monk of France’, 
probably the Abbot of Cluny, St. Hugh (1049-1119) who was seeking to convert him to 
Christianity. Covering similar grounds with Ibn Hazm’s, he ridicules how God can eat 
and die, things which are only appointed for men, and compares Jesus to Adam, who had 
neither father nor mother but was yet created by God.122 He asks how Jesus can be both 
the son of God and a son of David: 
 
'David was a servant’, he writes, ‘who came into existence after he was not, and 
died after he had lived. How was Jesus, the son, the Creator and God of David, his 
father? And how is he son of David, who was created, and son of God, the 
Creator?'123  
 
Like Ibn Hazm, al-Bj then ridicules the divergences between Matthew’s and Luke’s 
genealogies of Christ,124 and he asks how Christ, who if he was God had total power over 
the Devil, should so fear the Devil that he: 
 
sought refuge from his temptation by fasting 40 days and 40 nights … Is not God 
the Creator of the Devil, able to destroy him when he wills, and Ruler of the earth 
                                                 
120 Ibid, p. 42. 
121 A. G. Chejne, Islam and the West, p. 80. 
122 D. M. Dunlop, “A Christian Mission to Muslim Spain in the 11th Century”, pp. 268–269, in Al-Andalus, 
31 (1963): pp. 259-310. 
123 Ibid, 277. 
124 Ibid, p. 278. 
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and the heavens and what is between them, without partner or distinction? How 
can One who is so, fear that a creature of his should tempt him?125 
 
Al-Bj also attacks Jesus’ alleged divinity by paralleling Jesus’ miracles with those of 
Abraham (21: 68-71), Moses (7: 104, 107 and 26: 63) and Muhammad’s splitting of the 
moon.126 He argues against the resurrection that if Jesus was God, he needed not to have 
gone to the cross since he would have had the power to create humans believers to spare 
him self the pain.127 Al-Baji concludes that Jesus’ life was a failure as he achieved less 
than Moses or Muhammad did and therefore cannot be a saviour. That if Satan’s role 
could be taken for what the Christians think then Satan is given undue importance as a 
“god of evil” as in Manichaeism.128 
 
Another work is that of al-Qaysi. Like Ibn Hazm, al-Qays (d. 1185) criticizes Jesus’ 
claim to divinity in the Bible by pointing out passages in the Bible that would seem to 
undermine this assertion. In the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6: 9–13), Jesus is not drawing 
attention to himself but away from himself, al-Qaysi argues, pointing out that Jesus does 
not say ‘I am in heaven, hallowed be my name, may my kingdom come to light’.129 
Moreover, in the Arabic version, al-Qays islamizes the text in order to downplay Jesus’ 
relationship to God. Thus Jesus does not say ‘Our Father’ but rather ‘Our Lord’.130 This 
kind of emendation of the text appears in other parts of al-Qays’s polemic.131 He used 
the clever analogy of the idea that bread could be made of something else other than 
wheat to criticize the idea that Jesus is God. He expressed his doubts that Jesus is God, he 
is most definitely not a bastard child, as Jews would have him, and he certainly is the son 
of Mary, created by the will of God as the Spirit and a Word of God.132  
 
                                                 
125 Ibid, p. 279. 
126 D. M. Dunlop, “A Christian Mission to Muslim Spain in the 11th Century”, p. 269. 
127 Ibid, pp. 274–275. 
128 S. Gertze, “Criticising the ‘Enemy’ Ruler’s Religion:…, p. 43.  
129 Ibid, p. 47. 
130 Ibid, p. 48. 
131 In Mark 1:10–11, for example, when John baptizes Jesus, al-Qaysi has God saying, ‘Thou art my 
beloved prophet [rather than son] in whom I am well pleased’. See P. S. van Koningsveld and G. A. 
Wiegers, “The Polemical Works of Muhammad al-Qaysi and their Circulation in Arabic and Aljamiado 
among the Mudejars in the Fourteenth Century”, p. 171, in Al-Qantara, 15:1 (1994): 163-199. 
132 Ibid, p. 182. 
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The so-called Sacramonte lead plates discovered after the end of Muslim rule in Spain133 
contains an account of a vision of Mary, the mother of Jesus, in which she travels up the 
various levels of heaven to see Jesus seated there, after his ascension into heaven. 
Although its Islamic source is doubtful if not for passages in the narrative that hint at an 
Islamic understanding of heaven and biblical characters134 including its largely un-
polemical nature, it has nevertheless some insights that might have been intended at 
polemics. Throughout Mary’s journey up into heaven, the author declares eight times in 
nearly identical language the first half of the shahdah – there is no God but God.135 The 
last time one sees this statement is when Mary meets Jesus in heaven, and it is Jesus who 
says these words, perhaps implying, as previous polemicists had, that Jesus himself 
denied his divinity.136 The author comes closest to directly criticizing Christians’ claim 
that Jesus is God when he (or she) writes: ‘Gabriel brings Mary to a closed door in the 
centre of hell, and Mary asks Gabriel what it is called. ‘And he said: ‘It is called the Door 
of Opinion. All those foolish ones guilty of contempt, the heretics, those who believe in 
more than one god, and those who believe in God’s imperfection will enter it’.137 
 
Al-Ghazl (1057-1111), a thorough mystic in his “Excellent Refutation of the Divinity 
of Jesus from the text of the Gospel” refuted the divinity of Jesus not by the Qur’n but 
by interpreting ‘the Gospel by the Gospel.’138 Accepting the authority of the Gospels as 
genuine although not very explicitly as one is made to think or with ambiguity, he used 
allegorism in interpreting texts which imply Jesus’ divinity while those which imply his 
humanity are taken literally. He opined that the misinterpretation of the Gospels by 
Christians should be seen as being responsible for the distortions and not the Gospels 
                                                 
133 The plates are surely not as old as that, and are probably a forgery done by a Morisco. In 1682, the pope 
issued a bull condemning the 21 plates as a forgery, and Matar agrees that they are. See S. Gertze, 
“Criticising the ‘Enemy’ Ruler’s Religion:…, p. 50. 
134 For example, Mary asks Gabriel if God put Adam in Paradise (as opposed to Eden on earth). When 
Gabriel affirms that no-one can enter Paradise until the Day of Judgement, Mary asks how Satan entered it, 
and Gabriel answers that God predestined this and allowed Satan to enter. This kind of discussion would 
have no place in Christian theology, since Eden was not in Paradise and would not have been off-limits to 
the Devil or his followers. See S. Gertze “Criticising the ‘Enemy’ Ruler’s Religion:…, p. 51. 
135 Ibid. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid. 
138 J. M. Gaudeul, I: A Survey, pp. 95-99. Doubts have been raised in recent times whether he wrote the 
‘Refutation of the Divinity of Jesus, based on the Gospels” or not. 
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themselves. He argues that had the concept ‘son of God’ been taken metaphorically, such 
errors like the alleged divinity of Jesus, suffering, death and burial of God wouldn’t have 
arisen.  
 
Responding to Paul of Antioch’s letters in which he tries to show from the Qur’n that 
Islam indeed teaches that Christianity is the true religion, Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1328) 
went close to accepting “as authentic most of the Scriptures quoted by the Christians, 
apart from passages too directly contrary to the Qur’n (i. e. the crucifixion) 139. He was 
more concerned with the purification of the Islamic society than with polemics against 
Christians. 
 
5.1.7 Jesus’ Image in Modern Muslim Literature 
 
The perception of Jesus in modern Muslim literature has taken different forms and 
emphases unlike the overtly stereotyped polemics and apologetics that characterized the 
medieval period up to the 19th century. The diversity of approaches and emphases has 
prompted Leirvik to warn against generalization:  
 
to give a comprehensive description of the image of Jesus in contemporary 
Muslim thinking is, of course, an impossible task, and the attempt might easily 
end up in sweeping generalizations.140  
 
He has however tried to survey major works representing an overview of modern Muslim 
approaches to Jesus from Indian-Pakistani, Egyptian/Arabic and Iranian literature and 
contexts. The controversy over the Gospel of Barnabas also receives some attention.  
 
5.1.7.1 Jesus in the Gospel of Barnabas 
 
As a response to European expansionist drive that greeted the 19th century, Muslims 
writers rekindled the long abandoned apologetics and polemics tradition that largely 
characterized early and medieval Muslim-Christian exchanges. Armed with the insights 
                                                 
139 J. M. Gaudeul, I. A Survey, pp. 167-70. 
140 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 122. 
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gained from modern historical-critical Bible interpretation in Europe which Christine 
Schirrmacher refers to as ‘with the weapons of the enemy’,141 more and more emphasis 
quickly shifted to the question of Christology particularly in the 20th century with the 
introduction of the Gospel of Barnabas.  
 
Though utterly dismissed by Christians, and very few Muslims,142 as the greatest 
twentieth century forgery or a document of dubious value respectively, it has become a 
primary point of reference in Muslim polemics against Christianity till today, with 
Nigeria as no exception, as earlier stated.  
 
Aiming at retelling the story of Jesus in its 222 chapters, Barnabas who claims to be one 
of the twelve ‘apostle of Jesus the Nazarene, called Christ’143, attacked Christians, 
including Paul, thought as the architect, for ‘calling Jesus the son of God.’ Centrally, the 
Gospel emphasizes how Jesus repeatedly denies that he is the son of God and prophesied 
the coming of Muhammad after him. Muhammad is not only portrayed as one coming 
after Jesus but as one who was also ‘made before me, and shall come after me’, said 
Jesus.144 Having denied the claim of divinity, Jesus reiterated again and again that he is 
but mortal (ch. 93) and pointed people to the true Messiah who is Muhammad while he 
takes the traditional role of John the Baptist/Yahya as the forerunner of the Messiah, 
Muhammad. Jesus is said to have been substituted on the cross by Judas. Like in Muslim 
tafsr, Jesus’ likeness is said to have been cast on Judas who was mistakenly crucified in 
his place as ‘Jesus is rescued by God through a window in a house where he was taken 
refuge, and installed in the third heaven until the end of time.’145 Besides, asceticism, 
with emphasis on prayer, fasting, taming of the body, penitence and fear of God are core 
to the gospel’s spirituality.146 
                                                 
141 C. Schirrmacher, “The influence of German Biblical criticism on Muslim apologetics in the 19th 
century” in http://www.contra-mundum.org/schirrmacher/rationalism.html. Accessed on 23.08.09. 
142 Eg, Muhammad Yahya al-Hshim and Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqd. See K. Cragg, The Christ of the 
Faiths (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978): p. 68. 
143 He puts the number of prophets at 144,000, of which Muhammad is the seal, similar to the 144,000 
mention in revelation 14:1, as against traditional Muslim number of 124,000. 
144 chs. 42 & 96. 
145 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 130. 
146 Ibid, pp. 128-9. 
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In a reinterpretation of the Old Testament, Ishmael, not Isaac, is presented as the 
privileged heir of Abraham.147 Contrary to Qur’nic positions (but in tandem with 
medieval legend), Mary is said to have given birth to Jesus without pain. As a stern 
ascetic, he is said to have warned against laughter (ch. 29), hating rest against all things 
(ch. 59), and teaching that the body is the enemy (ch. 64). The alleged corruption of the 
Christian scripture, the indispensability of circumcision (ch. 22-23), the prohibition 
against the consumption of pork (ch. 32), the observances of ablutions before prayers (ch. 
36, 61 etc.) and Abraham’s sacrifice (ch. 67) are widely but variedly covered. Jesus’ 
miracle of turning water into wine also has its place (ch. 15).148  
 
5.1.7.2 Jesus in Egyptian Muslim Literature 
 
Despite the influence the gospel of Barnabas like other ancient non-canonical writings 
have had on modern Muslim literature on Christology, the long tradition of Islamic 
veneration of Jesus has survived to this day. Within the Egyptian context, such veneration 
is captured in the poet of Ahmad Shawqi (1868 - 1932), written at the beginning of the 
20th century. Part of the verses regarding the birth of Jesus reads: 
Kindness, chivalry, guidance and humility were born 
The day Jesus was born. 
His coming brightened the world, 
His light illuminated it. 
Like the light of dawn flowing through the universe, 
So did the sign of Jesus flow. 
He filled the world with light, 
Making the earth shine with its brightness. 
No threat, no tyranny, no revenge, no sword, no raids, 
No bloodshed did he use in his call to the new faith. 
A king he lived on earth, 
                                                 
147 See chs. 13, 43, 44, 142, 190-191, 208.  Ibid, p. 129. 
148 Ibid, p. 129. 
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But, wearying of his state, 
He substituted heaven for it. 
To his faith wise men were attracted, 
Humble, submissive and weak before him. 
Their submission was followed by the submission 
Of kings, common folk and sages. 
His faith found roots on every land 
And anchors on every shore.149 
 
Although Ahmad Shawqi venerates Jesus as a gift to the world if his ideals were 
emulated, he noted with concern that given contemporary realities at his time, force must 
be use at times. Responding to Western Orientalists and Christian missionaries’ criticism 
of the excessive use of the sword by Muhammad, he asserts that evil can only be met 
effectively by evil. He argues that were it not for the sword, Christianity too would have 
remained a religion of the persecuted and Jesus would have been nailed to the cross were 
it not for God’s intervention.150 In the biographies of Jesus by Egyptian Muslims, ‘Abd 
al-Hmid Gudah al-Sahhr sees the turning point in Jesus’ mission in his failure to use 
force in order to propagate his message: “the true revealed laws are not enforced in this 
world with olive branches and sweet words.”151 Muhammad is portrayed as superior and 
the one who fulfilled what Jesus was unable to achieve. Khlid Muhammad Khlid 
(1920-1996) acknowledges Jesus’ gentleness and openness to suffering but maintained 
the necessity of the use of force depending on time and place. This to him sets 
Muhammad’s patterns above that of Christ at least in the present situation. To be able to 
attain the ultimate reality which Jesus preoccupied himself with, something concrete has 
to be done here and now which Muhammad came to fulfil. For him, both Jesus and 
Muhammad’s patterns do not contradict each other for they both strived ‘in the way of 
the Lord, and for the sake of man and life.’ According to him, Muhammad: 
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150 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 170. 
151 R. A. Butler, “The Image of Christ in Recent Muslim Literature I-II’ in The Clergy Monthly Supplement, 
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chose the Christ…the Christ was himself his message. He was the supreme 
example he left and gave. He was the love which knows no hatred, the peace 
which knows no restlessness, the salvation which knows no perishing. And when 
we realize all these things on this earth, we shall then comprehend the return of 
Christ… He is peace and love and truth and good and beauty. With Muhammad 
the faithful we declare: ‘Christ, not Barnabas, the true not the false, love not 
hatred, peace not war, life not extinction.152 
 
‘Abd al- Hmid Judah al-Sahhr (1913-) puts it more bluntly: 
 
Jesus departed. He did not establish truth on the earth. His enemies broke him. 
But the final one, the servant of God and his chosen, will not be weary nor will he 
be broken before he has set truth in the earth, and until the kingdom of God holds 
sway over this world. ‘sa came finally into the heavy dark of night whence God 
raised him to power and glory and immortality.153 
 
Even those who advocated this doctrine of necessity regarded non-violence as the ideal as 
exemplified by Jesus. As noted, Khlid Muhammad Khlid sees non-violence as the ideal 
and the most uniting factor for both Christians and Muslims. In 1958, he claimed to have 
written ‘Together on the Road – Muhammad and Christ’ for the sake of dialogue, and for 
the sake of ‘man’ and ‘life’: 
 
That is exactly what I want to say to those who believe in Christ and those who 
believe in Muhammad: If you are sincere, the proof of your faith is that today, one 
and all of you embark upon the task of protecting the human being … protecting 
life!154 
 
The traditional Muslim concept of Jesus’ return is understood by Khlid as looking to the 
future by the criteria of Jesus. He implies that Muhammad himself, by referring to the 
return of Jesus, confirms the ultimate character of the way of love: “Almost one thousand 
four hundred years ago, the Messenger was standing in the Arab peninsula, pronouncing 
the messages of the Lord, announcing that Christ would come again…” He will not be 
                                                 
152 Khlid Muhammad Khlid, Ma’an ‘ala-l-Tariq (Cairo, 1958): pp. 188-89, quoted in K. Cragg, Jesus 
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recognized by physical appearances as depicted in the hadth, but by the fulfilment of his 
message:  
 
For Christ is his message, he is the supreme ideal (al-matal al-a‘la) that he left 
and gave … He is the love which knows no hatred, he is the peace that knows no 
disquiet (qalaq), he is the salvation that does not perish. And when all this is 
realize on earth, then, at the same time, the return of Christ is realized. This is the 
Christ who will return, and whose return the Messenger prophesied: peace, love, 
truth, the good and beauty. With the truthful Messenger, we declare: ‘Christ, not 
Barabbas, the true not the false, love not hatred, peace not war, life not 
destruction.155  
 
He maintains that “whenever Barabbas is chosen, Christ is crucified, peace is crucified, 
and love is crucified.”156  
 
Nagb Mahfz’s (1911-2006) depiction of Jesus in contrast to Moses is worth noting 
here. Unlike Moses’ principle of retribution: an eye for an eye, in his fight against 
injustices, Jesus is depicted as a preacher of non-violence, and characterized by a great 
interest in spirits and exorcism. He resorts to the desert to achieve inner strength, and he 
is reluctant towards marriage. But out of pity, he marries a girl, who eventually betrays 
him to his enemies. He regards it as better to be killed than to kill, and he consistently 
speaks out against violence: ‘the wisdom of your work is that you overcome evil with 
good.’157  
 
Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqd in his ‘The Genius of the Messiah’ focuses on the law of love, 
rooted in conscience, and expressed in service and self-denial. Rather than considering 
Jesus’ birth or his works of healing as the essential miracle, his message of love which 
conquered the entire Roman world is considered the ultimate.158 
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Other issues address by Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqd concern Jesus’ titles and crucifixion. 
Jesus’ titles are considered metaphorical for ‘everyone who is born of the Spirit is a son 
of God.’ He dismisses the crucifixion as a doctrinal formulation, not as a historical fact, 
as ‘here ends the stage of history, and the stage of creed/doctrine begins.’159 Others who 
refer to Jesus’ crucifixion, among other things, are Nagb Mahfz (1911-2006), Salah 
‘Abd al-Sabr (1931-1981), Ihsn ‘Abd al-Qudds (1918-1981), Muhammad Kmil 
Husayn (1901-1977) and Muhammad al-Nuwaihi’s (d. 1981). While Mahfz, al-Sabr, 
al-Qudds and al-Nuwaihi commonly affirm as authentic the Christian insistence on the 
actual crucifixion of Jesus, Husayn neither states nor denies that Jesus was crucified as he 
focuses on the centrality of the human conscience that he holds responsible for all the 
unfortunate events of the Good Friday in Jerusalem. Portrayed as a significant event by 
all writers mentioned,  Ihsn ‘Abd al-Qudds in a fictional use of the symbol of the cross 
portrays a willingness to approach suffering and possible death as a means of 
reconciliation.160 Salah ‘Abd al-Sabr treats the cross as a symbol of despair and 
desolation,161 thus making the cross a meaningful symbol of the cost of opposition to a 
repressive government, or more generally, of human despair. Mohamed al-Nuwaihi 
maintains that contrary to the Qur’nic denial of the crucifixion of Jesus, no Muslim can 
ignore that he was persecuted and that his message was rejected for some time: 
 
So the promised victory of the right over wrong must be understood to be 
eventual and not always immediate, nor even necessarily in the lifetime of the 
prophets themselves. Nor is it automatic: it demands much struggle and sacrifice 
on the part of the prophets.162 
 
In Kmil Husayn’s Qarya Zlima (‘City of Wrong’), crucifixion of human conscience is 
taken as a general metaphor of human folly and crime. His novel is a kind of moral-
philosophical reflection on the trial of Jesus and the events leading towards Good Friday. 
Jesus himself is more in the shadows of the story. The focus of the novel is on the 
decision of his adversaries to crucify him and – in so doing – to crucify their own 
conscience:  
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On that day the Jewish people conspired together to require from the Romans the 
crucifixion of Christ, so that they might destroy his message. Yet what was the 
mission of Christ save to have men governed by their conscience in all they did 
and thought?163  
 
Thus the intention to crucify him did in fact imply the crucifixion of conscience: 
 
When they resolved to crucify him it was a decision to crucify the human 
conscience and extinguish its light. They considered that reason and religion alike 
laid upon them obligations that transcended the dictates of conscience.164  
 
For Husayn, conscience is a ‘torch of the light of God’. With the loss of conscience, 
nothing can replace it, and there is no other guidance for humanity. Without it, every 
virtue collapses, and all that is good turns to evil. In the state, people resemble a darkened 
city.165  
 
Although he neither denies nor states that Jesus was actually crucified, which is not the 
focal point of his argument, he asserts that it expresses ‘the greatest crime in history.’ He 
dismisses the substitutionist concept by some Muslims as crude and escapist:  
 
The idea of the substitute for Christ is a very crude way of explaining the 
Qur’nic text. They had to explain a lot to the masses. No cultured Muslim 
believes in this nowadays. The text is taken to mean that the Jews thought they 
killed Christ but God raised him unto Himself in a way we can leave unexplained 
among the several mysteries which we have taken for granted on faith alone.166 
 
Hammudah Abdalati (d. 1967) attacks the notion of the atonement by claiming that the 
mission which God entrusted to Jesus:  
was not salvation through total atonement by blood sacrifice, but salvation by 
virtue of right guidance and self-discipline, by quickening the stagnant minds and 
softening the hard souls.167  
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In line with the traditional concept of Jesus’ glory, he rejects the crucifixion, by 
relativizing the how of Jesus’ exaltation: 
 
God crowned his mission on the earth by saving him from violent death and 
raising him high up to heaven. Whether he was raised in rank by means of 
excellence or whether he was raised alive in soul and body or in soul or after he 
died a natural death has no much bearing on the Islamic beliefs.168 
 
Fathi Uthman (b. 1928) rejects the redemptive theology regarding Jesus’ death on the 
ground that the Qur’n equally affirms that many messengers of God have been killed.169  
 
Leirvik distinguishes between the Images of Jesus one would see from writings arising 
from Qur’nic exegesis by theologians from the al-Azhar University and Mosque for 
internal consumption and those whose aim is polemical, directed against Christianity. 
 
As reformists, challenging what they regarded as Christian irrationality, similar to 
obscurantist taqld (blind adherence to established interpretations) among traditional 
Muslims, Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905), and his follower Rashid Rida (d.1865), 
employ both Christians and conservative Muslims in their Tafsr al-manr to give reason 
a chance to overcome their stagnation. Although ‘Abduh does not doubt the canonicity of 
the Christian Scriptures he argues that Jesus “was misinterpreted by his disciples because 
he spoke in parable and inclined towards metaphorical language (e. g. ‘Son of God’).”170 
Rida holds the Gospel of Barnabas as representing the authentic Islamic Christology in 
the absence of the primordial njl.171  
 
Jesus’ celebrated miracles of raising the dead is downplayed as being “within the limits 
of resuscitating undecayed bodies.”172 It is considered simply as fashioning and only by 
God’s special leave and power since the so-called ‘creation’ was not a creation out of 
nothing. Rida criticizes Jesus for his sermon on the mount as one who has completely lost 
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touch with reality in an evil world, “giving way to all kinds of injustices and abuses of 
power by its exaggerated preaching of patience and love towards enemies.”173 Although 
with slide variance, both of them agree that Jesus died a natural death before his soul was 
taken to heaven. Rida dismisses the Christian concept of redemption and satisfaction. He 
argues that the Islamic concept of salvation is far more logical and therefore convincing 
than that of Christianity. 'Abduh rejects the notion of Jesus’ return because he believes 
the Qur’n is silent about it. This is compounded by his doubts concerning the reliability 
of hadth’s narratives on the issue. He also rejects it because he believes that Jesus has 
already completed his task as a reformer and therefore needs not return.  
 
Influenced by Rida, Muhammad Tawfiq Sidqi’s (1891-1920) polemical and scornful 
writings against Christianity led to the ban on further derisive writings following 
Christian complaints to the authorities. Christian theology of the cross led Sidqi close to 
the Nietzschean view by dismissing Christianity as a religion of weakness since only a 
weak ‘God’ could die by hanging on the cross. He alleged that the so-called non-violence 
teaching of Jesus was a deliberate disguise or ploy “preparing the disciples for an armed 
confrontation.”174  
 
In response to an Indian Ahmadi Muslim who asked “is Jesus, according to the Qur’n 
and the Sunna, alive in heaven or dead? Will he return at the end of time?” Shaykh 
Mahmud Shaltt of al-Azhar (1893-1963) issued a fatwa in 1942 which fell short of 
dismissing the Ahmadiyya’s interpretation as totally heretical at least within the Egyptian 
context but concludes that “a good Muslim does not have to believe in the return of 
Jesus.” This is based on his conviction that the Qur’n never indicates that Jesus is alive 
in heaven coupled with hadth’s insufficient isnd regarding it.175 
 
His fatwa was happily received by many especially by the Ahmadis but it quickly 
attracted responses of resistance and objection from other teachers at al-Azhar. Siddiq al-
Ghumr examined 22 ahdth sayings and concluded that the “tradition of the living 
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Christ returning at the end of time belongs to the fundamentals of Islam.” In his literal 
interpretation of the ahdth, he argues that Jesus ascended bodily to heaven with the 
implication that he still retains his earthly body so he could be recognized when he comes 
back.176 
 
The next work that also got much attention from al-Azhar was that of Muhammad Abu 
Zahra (1898-1974), a teacher and head of the da’wa department of the University. He 
argues that it is not possible to determine the true message of Jesus because of the 
disruption of the Christian communities as a result of persecution. As far as he was 
concerned, the chaotic existence of the Christians led to the inevitable loss of the original 
message of Jesus after the Nicaean council. He presents “Arius as the faithful, ‘Unitarian’ 
(muwhhid) proponent of the true monotheism of Jesus.”177  
 
Ahmad Shalab (born ca. 1921), another Egyptian scholar, views the crucifixion and the 
doctrine of redemption as being influenced by Hellenistic and Indian spirituality. Mansur 
Husayn ‘Abd al-Azz (1946-2006) in 1963 argues that Judas was crucified at Gethsemane 
in place of Jesus who was miraculously rescued. He concludes that “Islam stands or falls 
by the denial of crucifixion and sonship, whereas Christianity may be meaningfully 
reinterpreted without these elements.”178  
 
5.1.7.3 Jesus in Indo-Pakistani Literature 
 
A review of Indo-Pakistani materials on Jesus is also worth it due to Pakistani’s influence 
on Nigerian Muslims. Citing Urdun, Pushtu, Sindhi and Punjabi classical poetry by 
Mughul emperor Akbar, Kwaja Mir Dard, Mir Hasan, Mirza Ghalib (Urdu), Rahman 
Baba, Kushal Khan Khattak (Pushtu), Abdur Rahim Girhori (Sindhi) and Hasham Shah 
(Punjabi) etc Jonathan S. Addleton sees an ambiguity in modern Pakistani literature on 
Jesus, which if utilized properly, could serve as a dialogical meeting point for both 
Muslims and Christians. Based on the aforementioned poetry, he concludes that the 
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“classical” period in each of the main literary traditions existing in Pakistan today 
reflects, broadly, a view of Jesus similar to the one passed down through Arabic and 
Persian poetry. Like in the latter, Jesus is highly esteemed as a prophet, a healer and one 
who raised the dead.179  
 
Turning to the Twentieth century Indo-Pakistani literature on Jesus, Addleton observes 
that the shift in emphasis is striking and indicates a clear break from the familiar “sermon 
on the Mount” Jesus of classical Urdu poetry.180 Leirvik concurs that it should be 
understood from the apologetic and polemical struggle against Christianity as well as the 
refutation of the beliefs of the Ahmadiyya movement. The emergence of Muslim 
modernism has also set new tones for the approaches to Jesus. 
 
The picture of Christ as a “suffering” figure in tandem with the socio-political realities of 
the time is exemplified in the works of Muhammad Iqbal (Urdu, 1875-1938, Pakistan), 
Mirza Qalich Beg,(Sindhi, 1853-1929) Faiz Ahmed Faiz (Urdu, 1911-1984), Ahmad 
Faraz (Urdu, 1931-2008), Zia Jalandhari (Urdu) and Alamgir Hashmi. Within the context 
of resisting colonial occupation, Iqbal focused his poetry on ending European occupation, 
particularly the European (Christian) power in India. He however tried to balance his 
position by not limiting himself to the suffering of Jesus alone.181 Mirza Qalich Beg’s 
Sawanih-i- umr-i Yasu Masih (“Life of Jesus Christ”) has a more Sf concept in which 
the love and humility of Jesus are stressed. Faiz and Faraz focus on Jesus’ suffering with 
the former emphasizing the redemptive possibilities of suffering and the latter stressing 
not just the suffering and death but also the need for all humans to share responsibility 
and blame for the suffering of Jesus as accomplices. For Jalandhari and Hashmi, the cross 
is utilized as a secular symbol to underscore injustice and oppression, thereby portraying 
Jesus as a compelling figure for all generations.182 Ghulam Ahmad Parwez, like Rida, 
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accepts the commands of non-violence as a praiseworthy personal decision and not a 
universal obligation:  
to do good in return for the evil is said to be the best way to fight evil. No doubt, 
these are noble sentiments and in the personal lives of individuals (they?) may be 
praiseworthy. But it is doubtful if Jesus (P) could have taught these precepts for 
universal behaviour, for experience do not prove their wisdom.183  
 
Applying rational interpretation to Biblical references, he comes close to Sfism by 
giving a spiritual meaning to the miracles of Jesus. He equates Jesus’ restoration of sight 
to the blind with Jesus giving sight and life to a dead community of blind believers. 
 
Sayyid Ab–l A‘la al-Maudd affirms the literal meaning of the virginal birth and the 
miracles:  
 
Jesus was merely a human being whom God had created in an extraordinary 
manner for the reasons best known to Him. God had also invested Jesus with the 
power to perform miracles by which he could categorically establish his claim to 
prophethood.184  
 
As to the end of Jesus’ life, he states that: “It seems perfectly reasonable that God should 
not have allowed such an extraordinary person to be crucified by unbelievers and should 
have raised him to Himself.”185 With his disciples, Jesus is said to have fulfilled his 
mission in the context of a Jewish revival, leaving the universal fulfilment to 
Muhammad, ‘the greatest revolutionary.’ 
 
Other apologetic and polemical writings of Pakistani’s roots are those of Muhammad 
‘Ata ur-Rahim, Kausar Niazi (1934-1998), Ulfat Azz-us-Samad, Muhammad Tahir ul-
Qadri (1951-), Ahmad Shafaat etc. ‘Ata ur-Rahim in his book, Jesus: A Prophet of Islam, 
argues that the doctrine of trinity is a human and later invention from its earlier held 
Unitarian view.186 Niazi in his Mirror of Trinity went beyond ur-Rahim’s claims like 
Azz-us-Samad by arguing how Muhammad’s miracles supersede those of Jesus since 
Muhammad’s brought about the establishment of a great empire. Azz-us-Samad takes it 
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further by postulating that unlike Muhammad, ‘Jesus was faced with failure throughout 
his life’, and he did not live long enough to give a practical shape to his teachings and to 
work out the social and international implications of his message.’187 To back his 
argument, in a similar stance with Ahmad Shawq, al-Sahhr, Rashid Rida, etc, as noted 
above, he illustrates how Christians have been left without guidance: 
 
regarding the proper occasion and right use of the sword’ – the result being that 
Christians have always misused the sword, realizing the impracticability of 
pacifism, but left without instructions for the proper use of force.188  
  
Muhammad Tahir ul-Qadri’s work has been described as a type of Ahmad Deedat-style 
polemic against Christianity.189 His work mainly focuses on defending the divine unity of 
God.  
 
In 1979, Ahmad Shafaat published The Gospel According to Islam, as a Muslim 
equivalent alternative to the existing Gospel. He sees Jesus’ public ministry as a 
preparatory ground for the later coming of Islam. The rise of biblical criticism on the 
Christian side also called for a new Gospel:  
 
The very fact there are four canonical Gospels that contradict each other on 
almost every point (and ever-growing recognition of this fact among the 
Christians of this century) demands a second coming of Gospels. 
 
He relates the second coming of Gospels to the notion of the second coming of Christ. 
“Perhaps, the return of Jesus, if it has any meaning at all after its continuing and long 
delay, means just a second coming of gospels and rediscovery of Jesus”. 
 
Similar to the sw, he counsels that the solution lies only in the Qur’n: 
 
A Gospel … is not a historical but a revelatory work and must spring from 
revelation. The ninety-three verses of the Qur’n about Jesus offer a revelatory 
basis for the new Gospel.190 
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In his own version of the parable of the vineyard owner, he refers to Ishmael as the 
expected ‘Son of Man’ and the paraclete as predictions of Muhammad. At the end of 
Jesus’ life, he suggests that it was ‘Jesus Barabbas’ who went to the cross, not Jesus of 
Nazareth. Jesus of Nazareth is said to have reached the end of his life only a few days 
later, as a result of flogging and fatigue, after which God took him to himself. He argues 
that the circumstances surrounding what happened around this time created such 
confusion as to leave the way open to resurrection stories which the disciples erroneously 
capitalized on to fulfil their fantasy. 
 
On a more conciliatory tone based probably on their contexts and obviously on their 
personal commitment to genuine dialogue, Syed Vahiduddin (1909-1998), Hasan Askari 
(1932-2007) and Asghar Ali Engineer (1931-), all from the Indian subcontinent, sound 
more eirenical as opposed to the polemical tone of the Pakistani writers.  
 
Vahiduddin from Hyderabad and Delhi in a collection of articles writes about ‘What 
Christ means to me’ in which he singles out love as the central characteristic that drove 
Jesus’ life from beginning to end:  
 
Christ’s Gospel abound with the love that overflows itself (agape). The call of 
forgiveness, unlimited and without reservation, resounds throughtout his teaching 
… Christ reflects in every act of His God’s jamal (beauty) and its fullness. He is 
the embodiment of that tender aspect of the divine which the Qur’n calls rahma, 
and this is what Rudolf Otto calls mysterium fascinans…191 
 
Concerning Jesus’ passion story, Vahididdun exclaims that:  
 
The treatment that was meted out to him makes the saddest chapter of human 
history. He was spat on his face, humiliated and insulted, mocked and laughed at 
and was condemned to be crucified, with two confirmed criminals. ‘And the light 
shineth in the darkness and the darkness apprehendeth it not’ (John 1:5). He is 
forsaken and betrayed. Those who stand close to him flee! But the(re) is no 
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complaint. It is a state of perfect surrender to God’s will, of rida and grace, ‘not 
what I will, but what thou wilt’ (Mark 14:37). 
 
Sounding in tune with key New Testament understanding of the passion, he goes further:  
 
But it is here that Christ appears in all His glory, and the world and all that it 
stands for is exposed in all its vanity. Whether we see the end and the culmination 
of his earthly course in the Christian or the Muslim perspective, death is not 
allowed to prevail and Christ appears to be ascending to the supreme heights 
defying death. Perhaps it is due to my Muslim background that what strikes me 
most, is not the suffering through which he passes but the triumph through 
suffering.192  
 
One sees a similar positive approach in the works of the modernist Muslim reformer 
Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-98), who was very acquainted with modern biblical criticism. 
Unlike Rahmatullh al-Kairnaw (1818-1891), Khan believed the Christian Scriptures 
were only being misinterpreted, not corrupted. True to his modernist credentials, Khan 
rationalized the accounts of Jesus’ miraculous birth and his miracles. He had no problem 
accepting that Jesus was indeed crucified, “but was still alive when taken down from the 
cross, and subsequently treated secretly by the disciples and thus brought to life again. 
The ascension means that God raised his status beyond that of other human beings.”193 
 
Hasan Askari (1932-2005) refers to Jesus as a common ‘sign’ for both Christians and 
Muslims. For him personally, “Christ as a sign of God liberates man from the dead circle 
of monological religion and restores unto him his genuine dialogical existence.”194 He 
believes that meditation on the symbol of the cross could help a Muslim in crisis 
perception. He regards the cross as “an existential symbol of how tragic the relationship 
of man and God can be. That tragedy lies in how wilful men are in their violation of 
faith.”195 
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As one whose faith has its basis in the Qur’n, the Qur’n and Jesus are considered the 
incarnated embodiments of the divine word, and therefore are essentially one. Although 
he regarded the New Testament as ‘the address of man to God’ rather than the word of 
God, he nevertheless considers ‘this address to be authentic, honest and true.’ Warning 
both Muslims and Christians alike to beware of idolatry – of the written Qur’n and the 
Incarnation respectively based on his conviction that in the Holy Scriptures ‘monological 
autonomy is instantly destroyed…’, he challenges both:  
 
To accept Jesus as the Word of God must imply that one accepts all revelation of 
God, all speech of God addressed to all men of all times … The Islam of Muslims 
and the Scripture of Christians are then one and the same thing. Each is response 
to the Word of God, symbolizing man speaking to God.196  
 
He went as far as suggesting that Muslims ‘require a Christian amidst them to counter the 
danger of falling into legalism, and to give greater space to the dimensions of:  
 
the tragic, or suffering, of submission in silence without resistance, of confronting 
self-righteousness, of upholding the value of humility and poverty, of going 
inward, of partaking of the burdens, seen and unseen, of the other.197 
 
From a Muslim liberation theological perspective, Engineer, another Shi`ite voice from 
the Indian context, berated some Indian/Pakistani and Persian interpretation of Jesus as 
driven by ‘emotion rather than intellect’ and concludes by highlighting positive 
characteristics of Jesus:  
 
His emphasis was not on law but on love, not punishment but pardon, not 
condemnation but salvation, not contempt but affection, not violence but non-
violence, not power but compassion and mercy, and it is these virtues which need 
to be emphasized in the conflict torn and violence prone world today.198 
 
 
                                                 
196 K. Cragg, The Pen and the Faith: Eight Modern Muslim Writers and the Qur’n, p. 120. 
197 H. Askari, “With and Beyond the Experience of Religious Diversity” in J. Hick and H. Askari eds. The 
Experience of religious Diversity (London: Gower, 1985): pp. 205-206. Discussed in Kate Zebiri, Muslims 
and Christians Face to Face (Oxford: Oneworld, 1997): pp. 164f; see also O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus 
Christ in Islam…, p. 157.  
198 A. Engineer, “Hadrat sa, Holy Qur’n and Muslim Thinkers and Writers” p. 18, in Journees Romaines 
XVIII (1991): pp. 11-24. 
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5.1.7.4 Jesus in Iranian and Palestinian Literature 
 
Although we have referred to similar literature with revolutionary undertones above, 
Iranian and Palestinian literature demand a specific mention here. Although there are 
non-revolutionary Iranian and Palestinian literature as well, few examples, coached in 
revolutionary tones, are appropriate giving Iranian and Palestinian contexts not only then 
but even now. The 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran brought about new approaches to 
Jesus as can be discerned from his images portrayed in numerous classical and modern 
Persian poetries. The works of ‘Ali Shar`ati (1933 - 1977) and Khomein are good 
examples. As a great theorist of revolutionary Islam, Shar`ati utilizes Jesus as a great 
revolutionary whose message is said to have transformed and ‘telescoped’ ancient world 
into the Middle Ages:  
 
Then came Jesus who directed society to concentrate on the hereafter, so that 
Rome changed its orientation from pleasure and worldliness to asceticism and 
contemplation of the hereafter, the ultimate result of this being the Middle 
Ages.199 
 
He however sees incompleteness in Jesus’ preoccupation with inwardness and eternity, as 
well as his non-violent stance as he argues that ‘whoever has no worldly life has no 
spiritual life’. He therefore concludes that the:  
Ideal man … holds the sword of Caesar (in) his hand and he has the heart of Jesus 
in his breast … like Jesus, he bears a message of love and reconciliation, and like 
Moses, he is the messenger of jihâd and deliverance.200 
 
Similarly, Khomein also saw Islam as primarily a struggle for truth and justice, against 
falsehood and evil. He therefore saw no contradiction in Muslims and Christians alike to 
close ranks to fight domination and oppression in all its form around the globe. In his 
advertisement in the New York Times on 12 January 1979, just before his return to Iran, 
including in other instances, he appealed to ‘freedom-loving Christians’ to reclaim Jesus 
for the struggle against the superpowers of the world:  
 
                                                 
199 A. Shari’ati, On the Sociology of Islam (London: Al Hoda, 1991): p. 101. 
200 Ibid, pp. 158f. 
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In contradiction of the words of the Almighty God, the superpowers act against 
Jesus Christ’s teachings. According to the teachings of Christ and the Almighty 
God, the Christian clergy have a duty to wage spiritual war against the 
superpowers who act contrary to the way the prophets and the way of Christ.201 
 
Another feature of the revolutionary reinterpretation of Islam in the Iranian context is the 
renewed veneration of Husayn as a martyr in the struggle against godless tyrants. The 
non-violent emphasis in Jesus’ teaching is still challenged as an inappropriate response to 
contemporary realities. This is why the cross upon which Jesus hung to save others, or 
“to bear the burden of public responsibility,” appeals greatly to many modern poets who 
also feel the burden of public responsibility as they struggle with modern social and 
political injustices. What became of Husayn b. Ali and others during the battle of Karbala 
(61/680) and Husayn b. Mansr, known as Hallj (858-922), the famous mystic who was 
executed in 309/922 for alleged blasphemy, is not only seen in the light of what happened 
to Jesus but applied to their personal and present day struggles. One poet exclaims, “as 
my enemy’s desire, a lonely soul, and the pen on my back, a cross. Has fate mistaken me 
for Mary’s Jesus?”202  
 
The Palestinian experience has also ignited a poetry of ‘resistance,’ often utilizing the 
posture of the crucified Jesus. David Pinault (1987) notes that:  
 
in modern Palestinian poetry, questions of religion tend to be subordinated to 
political issues of resistance and national independence; religious motifs from 
both the Christian and Muslim traditions are thus incorporated into a secular 
nationalist literature.203  
 
Thus, Christian concepts of love and peace are regarded as worthless until Palestinian 
nationalist goals are realized as portrayed by people like Kamal Nasir. Nasir addresses a 
speech to the figure of Jesus directly, warning Jesus to flee Israel if he chooses to identify 
                                                 
201 W. M. Watt, Islamic Fundamentalism and Modernity (London: Routledge, 1988): pp. 121f. 
202 M. A. Salis (M. Omid), Pa’iz dar Zindan (Tehran: Rowzan, 1969, p. 53, quoted in S. S. Soroudi, “On 
Jesus’ Image in Modern Persian Poetry” p. 224, in The Muslim World LXIX/4 (1979): 221-228. See the 
whole article for a clearer understanding of this shift. 
203 D. Pinault, “Images of Christ in Arabic Literature”, p. 125. 
 295
Himself with Western imperialist powers: “If you belong to them, Son of Mary, then go 
back to their dwellings.”204  
 
This representation of Jesus – coached in political and social realities – has its place in 
Arabic poetry regarding the image of Jesus even among Christians. For example, a 
Palestinian Christian poet, Rashid Salim al-Khuri (1887-1984), exclaimed when 
advocating militancy:  
 
If you would lift oppression strike with Muhammad’s sword, abandoning Jesus. O 
gentle lamb, who has left none but us in all mankind to be the gentle lambs, will 
you not reveal a new Evangel to teach us pride and not submission?205  
 
As stated above, few examples of Iranian literature that could be classified as non-
revolutionary portray deep esteem for Jesus’ exemplary life and teaching. This might not 
be unconnected with Iran’s historical affinity with Sfism. William N. Wysham’s 
compilation of Persian poetry regarding Jesus is a good example. While those of Firdaus 
(935-1020), Nizm (d.1209), Rudak [Dates], and Sa`d (d.1292) show how influential 
Jesus’ teachings including his parables have had on the Iranians, those of `Attr (d.1220-
21), San’ and Jm (d.1492) turned frequently to Jesus and Christian ideas as they 
described man’s sense of sin and need for forgiveness and for the denial of self. Few 
examples which focus on Jesus himself, his purity, his healing powers and especially his 
power over death are those of Hfiz (1389), Urfi (1555-1590), San’ (d.1131) and Jall 
al-Dn Rm (d. 1273).206 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
204 Ibid, p. 120. 
205 P. Cachia,  An Overview of Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1990): 
p. 209. 
206 W. N. Wysham “Jesus in the Poetry of Iran” in The Muslim World XLII, 1952, pp. 104-111. 
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5.1.8 Confirmation of Jesus’ Image from Islamic Sources in Modern Western 
Literature 
 
Although the aim here is a survey of Islamic perceptions of Jesus from Islamic sources, it 
is worth noting that modern day western scholars, mostly non-Muslims, have in their 
various works confirmed some of the depictions of Jesus in the Islamic sources reviewed 
above. Due to the availability and accessibility of their works, mostly written in English, 
as opposed to the Arabic sources which can only be accessed in translations, the former is 
increasingly exerting an impact on Islamic perceptions of Jesus on students of religions, 
especially those concerned with Islamic ‘Christologies’. As a departure from early and 
medieval as well as 19th century polemical approach, or what some have referred to as the 
‘demonization of Islam’ (although one still find traces of polemics and apologetics in 
their works), the emphasis has shifted to being ‘objective’ by allowing Islam to speak for 
itself, using mainly Islamic sources. Their expertise has enabled them to produce works 
that are readily available and accessible to most modern researchers and lay people alike. 
The survey however relies mostly on introductory texts thereby excluding many 
academic books and articles which are focused mainly on the representation of Jesus in 
Islam. Although there are differences in emphasis between the academics in their 
representations of the Islamic Jesus,207 they discuss at varying length six confirmations 
                                                 
207 The introductory books used in this section include the following: W.  Muir, The Life of Muhammed, 3rd 
ed. (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1894); A.  S. Ahmed, Islam Today, A Short Introduction to the Muslim 
World (New York: I. B. Tauris, 1999); K. Armstrong, Islam: A Short History (New York: The Modern 
Library, 2000); J.  A. Beverley, Christ and Islam: Understanding the Faith of the Muslims (Joplin: College 
Press, 1997); G. W. Braswell, Islam: Its Prophet, Peoples, Politics and Power (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman, 1996); E. E. Calverly, Islam: An Introduction (Cairo: The American University at Cairo Press, 
1958); J. B. Christopher, The Islamic Tradition (New York: Harper & Row, 1972); K. Cragg, The Call of 
the Minaret (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1985 [1956]); K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration (London: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1985); K. Cragg, The House of Islam (Encino: Dickenson, 1975); F. M. Denny, An 
Introduction to Islam (New York: Macmillan, 1994); C. G. Fry and J. R. King, Islam: Survey of the Muslim 
Faith (Grand Rapids: baker, 1980); N. Geisler and A. Saleeb, Answering Islam: The Crescent in the Light 
of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993); H. A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism: A Historical Survey (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1950 [1949]); W. A. Bijlefeld, “A Prophet and More than a Prophet” in The 
Muslim World, Vol. LIX, No. 1, 1969; C.  E. Farah, Islam: Beliefs and Observances (Woodbury: Barron’s 
1970); S. M. H. Kabbani, Encyclopedia of Islamic Doctrine: Volume 1: Beliefs (Aqida) (Mountain View: 
As-Sunna Foundation of America Publications, 1998); H. Lammens, Islam: Beliefs and Institutions 
(London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd, 1968 [1929]); P. V. Martinson (ed.), Islam: An Introduction for Christians 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1994); K. Morgan (ed.), Islam – The Straight Path: Islam of Islam (London: 
Epworth, 1952 [1934]); F. Rahman, Islam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979 [1966]); J. Renard, 
Seven Doors to Islam: Spirituality and Religious Life of Muslims (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
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bordering on Jesus as a prophet and messenger, his divinity, miraculous works, 
crucifixion, second return and his foretelling of the coming of his successor, the seal of 
Prophets, Muhammad.208 
 
5.1.8.1 Jesus as Prophet and Messenger 
 
Even though some academics did little in elaborating their position due to the scope of 
their work, they are unanimous in affirming that the Islamic Jesus is first and foremost a 
prophet and messenger, following in the footsteps of his predecessors as the second to the 
last, Muhammad. Each prophet (124, 000 or 224, 000209 in all) had a specific mission to a 
particular people210 with a clear message from God bordering on what is “lawful and 
permitted” for religion.211 No group of people in the world had remained without a 
prophet but all were in anticipation of Muhammad’s fulfilling universal mission. 212 
 
While Rippin alludes to twenty-seven prophets being listed in the Qur’n besides 
Muhammad,213 Jomier refers to Adam, Noah, Moses and Jesus as the key messengers in 
the Qur’n beside Muhammad.214  
                                                                                                                                                 
1996); A. Rippin, Muslims, Their religious Beliefs and Practices: Volume 1: The Formative Period (New 
York: Routledge, 1990); A. Rippin, Muslims, Their religious Beliefs and Practices: Volume 2: The 
Contemporary Period (New York: Routledge, 1993); N. Robinson, Islam: A Concise Introduction (Surrey: 
Curzon Press, 1999); N. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity (New York: State University of New 
York Press, 1991); M. Ruthven, Islam: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997); W. C. Smith, On Understanding Islam (The Hague: Mouton, 1981); A. Tayob, Islam: A Short 
Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld, 1999); A. S. Tritton, Islam, Beliefs and Practices (London: Hutchinson 
University Library, 1966 [1951]); D. Waines, An Introduction to Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995); W. M. Watt, What is Islam? (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1968); J. A. Williams (ed.), 
Islam (New York: George Braziller, 1961); G. Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur’n (London: Sheldon, 1965)  C. 
Lawrence, Jesus As Prophet in Christianity and Islam: A Model for Interfaith Dialogue (Delhi: ISPCK, 
1999); and I. G. Zepp, A Muslim Primer: Beginner’s Guide to Islam (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas 
Press, 2000), etc. 
208 For more details on these themes, see H. C. Hillier “Contemporary Western Representations of Jesus in 
Islam,”  pp. 84-103. 
209 G. Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur’n, p. 38. 
210 H. A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism: A Historical Survey, p. 58. 
211 E. E. Calverley, Islam, p. 65 
212 A. S. Ahmed, Islam Today, A Short Introduction to the Muslim World, P. 22; C. E. Farah, Islam: Beliefs 
and Observances, p. 75; and N. Geisler and A. Saleeb, Answering Islam: The Crescent in the Light of the 
Cross, p. 63. 
213 A. Rippin, Muslims, Their religious Beliefs and Practices: Volume 1: The Formative Period, p. 17. See 
also Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. 
214 J. Jomier, Introduction a l’Islam actuel (Paris: CERF, 1964): p. 54.  
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Because of the conviction that all prophets and messengers proclaimed the same 
message, especially in content and not verbatim, Jesus’ message is still relevant and valid 
for Muslim today, because he essentially communicated the same message as 
Muhammad’s. In the absence of the lost Injl, Braswell states that “the basic message is 
to acknowledge the oneness of God, to obey his law, and to perform good works in the 
light of the life to come.”215  
 
The reverence for Jesus as a prophet is stressed. Farah notes that “Muhammad, the 
messenger of Islam, believed Jesus and Moses to be the most important bearers of God’s 
one hallowed message to his people as enshrined in the Testaments and the Torah,”216 
Akbar Ahmed equally stresses that “the prophet of Islam would always display special 
affection for Jesus.”217 This reverence for Jesus is not unconnected with the many unique 
titles attributed to the prophet Jesus in the Qur’n as: “Messenger,” “Messiah,” 
“Prophet,” “Son of Mary,” “Spirit,” “Word from God,” “Sign,” “Witness,” “Mercy,” 
“Eminent,” “Blessed”, and “Servant.”218 
 
5.1.8.2 Jesus’ Divinity 
 
The divinity of Jesus is rejected out-rightly based mainly on its impracticability and the 
alleged distortion of the Christian scriptures. 219 Muslims are said to be unanimous in 
upholding the belief that Jesus is not divine, but fully human as any other human.220 
Based on Qur’n: Su 112: 3, “He does not beget and is not begotten”, Kenneth Cragg 
notes Islam’s: 
 
                                                 
215 G. W. Braswell, Islam: Its Prophet, Peoples, Politics and Power, p. 49. 
216 C. E. Farah, Islam: Beliefs and Observances, pp. 2-3. 
217 A. S. Ahmed, Islam Today, A Short Introduction to the Muslim World, p. 22. 
218 I. G. Zepp, A Muslim Primer: Beginner’s Guide to Islam, p. 169; J. A. Williams, Islam, p. 31; G. 
Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur’n (London: Sheldon, 1965): pp. 30-54.  
219 M. M. Watt, What is Islam?, p. 88; and J. L. Esposito, (ed.) The Oxford History of Islam (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999): pp. 491-97 (Under Islam in Africa to 1800: Merchants, Chiefs, and Saints 
by N. Levtzion): pp. 475-508, p. 21. 
220 A. Rippin, Muslims, Their Religious Beliefs and Practices: Volume 1: The Formative Period, p. 16; F. 
Rahman, Islam, p. 26. 
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formal rejection of the doctrine of Christ as the son of God. To allow such 
doctrine is to “associate” a man with God, to deify the human and so lift it to the 
status of the worshipful, which belongs only to God. It is to commit the supreme 
sin against the basic assertion of the Muslim shahadah.221 
 
Gibb, as well as a few others, suggest that Muhammad and the Arabs may have 
understood the sonship of Jesus as a product of a physical sexual relationship between 
God and Mary.222 Parrinder relates the rejection to the then pagan attribution of wives 
and children to their gods, principal of which were goddesses al-Lt, al-Uzza and Mant, 
considered daughters of God in pre-Islamic Mecca.223 Some Muslims hold different 
views however. For example, Mahmoud Ayoub argues otherwise in relation to Jesus’ 
sonship by stressing that the word ibn is “generally used to express a relationship of love 
or care and not necessarily a physical or blood relationship.” He cites as example Zayd B. 
Harithah, who was called “the son, ibn, of the Messenger of God,” because he grew up 
under the care of the Prophet, Muhammad.224 
 
 5.1.8.3 Jesus as a Miracle Worker 
 
Although not discussed in detail, Jesus’ miraculous beginning and workings are 
commonly affirmed. A number of examples include the works of Cragg, Beverley, 
Braswell, Fry and King, Geisler, Gibb, Jomier, Lammens, Martinson, Milot, North, 
Rippin, Ruthven, Waines, Williams, Parrinder, Zepp, etc. The virginal conception and 
birth are considered miraculous but not unique. Geoffrey Parrinder, Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 
Tawfiq Sidqi, Ghulam Ahmad Parwez, and Muhammad ‘Ali opine that the virginal 
conception are not taught in the Qur’n.225 Other miracles referred to include the miracles 
                                                 
221 K. Cragg, The Call of the Minaret, p. 258. 
222 H. A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism: A Historical Survey, p. 44. 
223 G. Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur’n, 1965, pp. 70ff. 
224 M. Ayoub, “The Miracle of Jesus: Muslim Reflections on the Divine Word” p. 226, in R. A. Berkey and 
S. A. Edwards eds., Christology in Dialogue (Ohio: The Pilgrim Press, 1993): pp. 221-228. See also M. 
Ruthven, Islam: A Very Short Introduction, p. 26. 
225 For example, G. Parrinder, a liberal Protestant, in Jesus in the Qur’n, 1979, tries to argue that the 
virginal conception of Jesus is not necessarily taught in the Bible or the Qur’n. See G. Parrinder, Jesus in 
the Qur’n, 1979, pp. 70ff. 
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of healing, knowing secrets, restoring sight to the blind, and raising the dead to life.226 
Several academics also acknowledge the miracles of Jesus speaking as an infant, where 
he confirms his Islamic mission and defends his mother’s chastity.227 Two others which 
receive less attention are the miracles of food and creation of bird out of clay as noted by 
Kabbani, Cragg, Rippin, Ruthven, Parrinder and Beverley.228 
 
5.1.8.4 Jesus’ Crucifixion 
 
The denial of the crucifixion and death of Jesus receive much more attention. Although 
some barely mention the denial like Williams, Tritton, Zepp,229 etc, others went in dept 
with a lot of variance. Differences regarding the interpretation of the Qur’nic statement 
“but so it was made to appear to them” (Srah 4:157) abound. 230 The first assertion is the 
substitutionist theory in which someone else was said to have been mistaken for Jesus 
and was therefore crucified in his place. Judas Iscariot and Simon the Cyrene (the one 
who carried Jesus’ cross) are likely candidates.231 Geisler and Saleeb add that Judas has 
been popularized among contemporary Muslims today because of the discovery of the 
Gospel of Barnabas.232 The second is the rumour theory. Abdullah ibn 'Umar al-Baidawi 
(d. AH 685/1286 AD) suggests that no one was killed at all, but only a false rumour was 
                                                 
226 K. A. Morgan, Islam – The Straight Path: Islam of Islam, p. 181; Rippin, Muslims, Their religious 
Beliefs and Practices: Volume 1: The Formative Period, p. 19. 
227 J. R. Milot,   L'Islam et les Musulmans (Montréal: Fides, 1975): p. 67. It is also noted that Mary was 
commanded by God to say that she was not able to speak, after the birth of Jesus, because she was on a fast. 
See N. Robinson, Islam: A Concise Introduction, p. 117. 
228 S. M. H. Kabbani, Encyclopedia, p. 20; K. Cragg, The Call of the Minaret, p. 233; A. Rippin, Muslims, 
Their religious Beliefs and Practices: Volume 1: The Formative Period, p. 19; M. Ruthven, Islam: A Very 
Short Introduction, p. 47; G. Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur’n, 1979, p. 89 and J. A. Beverley, Christ and 
Islam: Understanding the Faith of the Muslims, p. 61. 
229 See J. A. Williams ed., Islam, p. 32; A. S. Tritton, Islam, Beliefs and Practices, p. 50; I. G. Zepp, A 
Muslim Primer: Beginner’s Guide to Islam, p. 181. 
230 C. Lawrence has written extensively on the crucifixion-denial theories: the apparent crucifixion theory, 
the substitutionary theories which are divided into the deceptive substitutionary theory, the voluntary 
substitutionary theory, the punishment substitutionary theory and the harmonized substitutionary theory, 
the Jewish rumour theory, the mis-identity theory and the Ahmadiyyah swoon theory. See C. Lawrence, 
Jesus As Prophet in Christianity and Islam: A Model for Interfaith Dialogue, pp. 234-273. See also: H. A. 
R. Gibb, Mohammedanism: A Historical Survey, pp. 45, 59. 
231 J. A. Beverley, Christ and Islam: Understanding the Faith of the Muslims, pp. 59-60. Other references 
include Sargus (Ibn Ishq), Titanus (Baidawi), Faltayanus, or Ashyu’ (Ath-Tha’lab), etc. See E. E. Elder 
“The Crucifixion in the Koran” in The Muslim World, Vol. XIII, No. 1, Jan. 1923, p. 245ff.  
232 N. Geisler and A. Saleeb, Answering Islam: The Crescent in the Light of the Cross, p. 65. 
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circulated to that effect. 233 Muir argues that the crucifixion is rightly denied as a 
compromise between the Jews and the Christians who had accepted Islam.234 The third is 
the swoon theory. Jesus is said to have only fainted on the cross, was removed and 
recovered.235 Cragg, Robinson, and Milot suggest that this particular swoon view comes 
from the Ahmadiyyah movement.236 Robinson further explains that “Mirza Ghulam 
Ahmad admitted that Jesus was about to die but was taken down off the cross alive.”237 
Mahmoud Ayoub however is of the opinion that Muslim commentators have not been 
able to convincingly disprove the crucifixion. He argues that the Qur’n does not deny 
the crucifixion as a historical event but rather its theological implications.238  
 
The Qur’nic statement, “nay, God raised him (Jesus) up unto himself” (Srah 4:158) is 
another area that has received different interpretations. Parrinder opines that God caused 
Jesus to die for three hours, after which he was raised to heaven.239 Robinson says that in 
Ahmadiyya interpretation, “[Jesus] found his way to Kashmir, where he died and was 
buried.”240 Cragg also refers to the Ahmadis’ perception by stressing that “Jesus was so 
nailed and later taken down, still living, and laid in the cold tomb. Thus they did not 
succeed in killing him by crucifixion. He revived in the tomb, escaped, and later 
journeyed east, to die at a great age in Kashmir.”241 
  
Other points of views are captured in the works of Montgomery Watt, North, Beverley, 
Gibb and Zepp. Montgomery Watt points out that the denial of the crucifixion is 
primarily to counter the Christian claim that tend to portray Jesus as a failure. Thus, the 
denial is seen as “primarily a denial that the Jews were victorious over Jesus; and the 
underlying thought is that it is impossible that God should allow a prophet sent by him to 
                                                 
233 Quoted in J. Kenny, Jesus and Mary in Islam, p. 6.  
234 W. Muir, The Life of Muhammed, 3rd ed. 1894, p. 149f.  
235 G. W. Braswell, Islam: Its Prophet, Peoples, Politics and Power, p. 251. 
236 K. Cragg, The Call of the Minaret, p. 223; Robinson, Islam: A Concise Introduction, p. 173. 
237 N. Robinson, Islam: A Concise Introduction, p. 173. 
238 M. M. Ayoub, “Toward an Islamic Christology, II. The Death of Jesus: Reality or Delusion” in The 
Muslim World, Vol. 70, No. 2 (April 1980): pp. 116-118. 
239 G. Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur’n, 1979, pp. 109-113. 
240 N. Robinson, Islam: A Concise Introduction, p. 173. 
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fail.”242 North insists that “the cause of God and his Apostle must therefore be victorious 
in the sight of all.”243 Beverley concurs that “Muslims believe that God would never let 
Jesus die the death of a common criminal.”244 For Gibb and Zepp, the narrative was 
directed at Jewish “fable” or “calumny,” and their slandering of Mary, the mother of 
Jesus, as unchaste.245  
 
The conclusion from these variants is that the ploy to crucify Jesus by the Jews was 
divinely overturned, leaving Jesus to die, or will die, through natural processes at another 
point in time.  
 
5.1.8.5 Jesus’ Second return 
 
Many of the works cited allude to Jesus’ second return. Kabbani asserts that “[Muslims] 
believe in the signs of the Hour such as the appearance of the Antichrist (Dajjl) and the 
descent of Jesus son of Mary.”246 The idea of a Mahd247 appearing at the end is also tied 
to Jesus’ expected return. Gibb refers to the Madh as the “‘rightly-guided one’ who will 
affect the final victory of Islam by means of divine catastrophe.”248 
 
The roles of Jesus and the Mahdi in the eschatological period are not clearly spelled out 
but Tritton asserts that: 
 
Jesus and the Madh will come down to the earth; Jesus will help the Madh to kill 
the Dajjl, kill all swine, and re-establish the Muslim faith; Jesus will pray behind 
the Madh, who will rule for seven, eight, or nine years of peace and prosperity 
when gold will be as dust on the ground.249  
                                                 
242 W. M. Watt, What is Islam? p. 219. 
243 C. R. North, An Outline of Islam, (London: Epworth, 1952): p. 38. 
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248 H. A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism: A Historical Survey, p. 130. 
249 A. S. Tritton, Islam, Beliefs and Practices, p. 51. 
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North attributes these and other actions, like the destroying of churches and Christians 
who do not accept Islam, solely to Jesus.250 
 
Following the dawn of peace and prosperity ushered in by Jesus, his end remains 
ambiguous. Geisler and Saleeb, and Fry and King assert that Jesus will “live for forty 
years and then will be buried in the city of Medina beside the prophet Muhammad”.251 
Some see him as having a role on the Day of Judgment, especially in assisting 
Muhammad with the judgment of humanity.252 Cragg and Braswell speak of how, on the 
Day of Judgment, a person will request a prophet to intercede for them before God. 
However, each prophet will speak of his inadequacy of interceding before God, and will 
pass the request to the next prophet in line. Finally, the request will go to Jesus, who will 
also state his inadequacy, passing the request to Muhammad. Muhammad will then be the 
only person who is able and permitted to intercede for human beings before God.253 
 
5.1.8.6 Jesus’ Foretelling of the Coming of His Successor, the Seal of Prophets, 
Muhammad 
 
Surah 61:6 is quoted by few introductions to affirm Muslim postulation that Jesus 
prophesied the coming of Muhammad. 254 The verse reads: 
 
and remember, Jesus, the son of Mary, said: O Children of Israel! I am the apostle 
of God (sent) to you, confirming the law (which came) before me, and giving 
Glad Tidings of an Apostle to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmad. 
 
                                                 
250 C. R. North, An Outline of Islam, p. 79. 
251 N. Geisler and A. Saleeb, Answering Islam: The Crescent in the Light of the Cross, pp. 65-66. 
252 Of the scholars that speak of this event, Calverley, Cragg, Braswell, and Fry and King, only Calverley 
claims that the events of Jesus and the Dajjl will occur after the day of Judgement. See E. E. Calverley, 
Islam: An Introduction (Cairo: The American University at Cairo Press, 1958): p. 66; See also C. G. Fry 
and J. R. King, Islam: Survey of the Muslim Faith, p. 60. 
253 K. Cragg, The Call of the Minaret, p. 103; and G. W. Braswell, Islam: Its Prophet, Peoples, Politics and 
Power, p. 54. 
254 See H. Lammens, Islam: Beliefs and Institutions, p. 51; D. Waines, An Introduction to Islam, p. 56; C. 
R. North, An Outline of Islam, p. 78; and K. Morgan ed., Islam – The Straight Path: Islam of Islam, p. 181. 
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 Beverley and Waines note that this named “Ahmad” is paralleled to the name 
“paraclete,” found in the New Testament Gospel.255 The Paraclete mentioned by Jesus in 
the Gospel of John is not regarded as the Holy Spirit, but the prediction of the coming of 
Muhammad.”256  
 
From the representations of Jesus from the Qur’nic, hadth and other Islamic sources to 
the confirmation from western, mostly non-Muslim sources, we see an image of an 
Islamic Jesus who means a thousand and one things to different school of thoughts and 
individuals. The rich traditions call for deeper reflection and are a solid base for the next 
chapter. From the classical sources to the popular, although with slight variants, Jesus is 
consistently depicted as a prophet and messenger of God completely devoted to 
defending the unity of God. His suffering, beginning with his renunciation of the world 
through self denial and asceticism, to his suffering on the cross, coupled with his 
unparalleled love for God and moral conduct, have endeared him to all sorts of Muslims 
cutting across denominational barriers. His closeness to God, evident in his miraculous 
birth and workings is cherished by Muslims without contest. In the face of contemporary 
realities, he is also looked up to as a secular symbol of liberation from social and political 
oppressions. The picture left of Jesus is that of a powerful, yet submissive person, who 
has and will accomplish great things for the glory of Islam through God’s leave. His 
submissiveness is not only to God but in his ascribing to Muhammad his due respect as 
his successor and superior, the seal of the Prophets.  
 
5.2 Jesus in Popular Islam 
 
While classical sources abound on Jesus as has been noticed, the opposite is the case at 
the popular level. Although it can be admitted that various popular representations of 
Jesus abound in Islam especially from Asia (near and far east) including Africa, America 
and Europe to some extent, such claims are either not handy, or when handy, cannot be 
                                                 
255 J. A. Beverley, Christ and Islam: Understanding the Faith of the Muslims, p. 61; and D. Waines, An 
Introduction to Islam, p. 58. The association of  “paracletos” – helper, advocate, conselor with “periklutos” 
– highly praised, highly illustrious is responsible for this confusion. See K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: 
An Evaluation, pp. 226.  
256 J. A. Beverley, Christ and Islam: Understanding the Faith of the Muslims, p. 62. 
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verified by academic standard by the researcher as are the classical sources.257 Tarif 
Khlidi has however collected and translated 303 sayings and stories concerning Jesus in 
Islamic literature derived from sources that he termed “popular”258 although punctuated 
by classical sources as well.259 Khlidi affirms that: 
 
the popular Muslim Jesus… was the Jesus whose stories and sayings were 
enshrined in numerous works of adab (cultured manners), piety, zuhd 
(asceticism), qisas al-anbiy’ (stories of the prophets) and Sfism.260 
 
Some of the stories bear resemblance to canonical and extracanonical gospel materials, 
bearing in mind the overwhelming Christian presence in central Islamic regions such as 
Syria, Iraq and Egypt in the first three centuries of Islam. Khlidi opines that the Muslim 
Gospel continued to receive wide patronage in Arabic Islamic literature from the 8th to 
the 18th centuries because of the overtly eschatological Jesus enshrined in the 
authoritative Hadth collections which had become a somewhat distant figure of no 
immediate or pragmatic moral relevance to Muslim piety. 261 Khlidi’s efforts bring a 
much greater diversity of Muslim beliefs about Jesus. He rightly concludes that in the 
Muslim habitat: 
 
                                                 
257 For example, scanty references could be found on Muslim groups in Morroco, Bangladesh, Turkey, 
India, the Jewish sawiyya etc who are said to hold unorthodox views on Jesus. The sw tariqa founded 
by Sidi ibn sa al-Sufyani (1467-1523) in Miknas, Morocco is worth thorough investigation especially for 
its emphasis on devotion, doctrine of love and aversion for anything black, among other things. The Jesu-
ists, a self-sustaining groups of flowers of Jesus in Turkey who have remained within the folds of Islam 
hold similar views with the sw too. The Jewish sawiyya sect founded at the end of the 7th century by 
Abu sa who claimed to be one of the five rusul of the expected Messiah charged to deliver the children of 
Israel is another interesting group. The early contacts of the Nigerian sw leaders through Islam and the 
trans-Saharan trade offers an important proposal to prop potential link between them but the researcher 
cannot say much about them due to inaccessibility. See J. W. Wilder, “Some Reflections on Possibilities 
for People Movements among Muslims”, in Missiology, 1977/3, pp. 301-320. 
258 He suggests that the likely original home of the Muslim Gospel is Kufa in Iraq and described many of 
these Kufan founding fathers as belonging to the ranks of “popular” rather than “official” scholars.” The 
latter collectors and transmitters reflected the changing spiritual and conceptual moods of Muslim 
civilization. See Tarif Khlidi, ed. & tr. The Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Literature 
(London: Harvard University Press, 2001): pp. 31ff.  
259 For example, Shi'ite ahdt by al-Kulayn, al Qummi and Majlisi are variously quoted. Other prominent 
Sf authorities like al-Makki, al-Isbahani and al-Ghazl etc which we have referred to are extensively 
quoted as well.  
260 T. Khlidi, “The Role of Jesus in Intra-Muslim Polemics of the First Two Islamic Centuries” p. 146, in 
S. K. Samir and J. S. Nielsen eds., Christian-Arabic Polemics During the Abbsid Period (750 - 1258) 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994): pp. 146-156. 
261 T. Khlidi, The Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Literature, p. 26. 
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Jesus becomes an object of intense devotion, reverence, and love. He bears the 
stamp of the Qur’nic nubuwwah, or prophecy, but as he advances inside the 
Islamic tradition he ceases to be an argument and becomes a living and vital 
moral voice, demanding to be heard by all who seek a unity of the profession and 
witness.262  
 
Of the 303 sayings and stories, the first 85 early sayings touch on Jesus’ eschatological 
role, followed by quasi-gospel sayings in its Islamic framework, ascetic sayings and 
stories and sayings which suggest intra-Muslim polemics. The later sayings and stories, 
about 1/3 of them263 focus on the widespread Islamic view, especially in Sfism, of Jesus 
as the ascetic prophet in which he is said to have repeatedly denounced the world and its 
attractions. Jesus is portrayed as one who uncompromisingly identified with the poor and 
made poverty, humility, silence, and patience his four cardinal virtues. Because “the 
world is a “ruin” and all worldly goods must be shunned, the believer must keep the 
afterlife perpetually before his eyes; he is a sorrowing traveller, “stranger,” or “guest” in 
this world.”264 The most famous of those sayings as earlier noted are “the world is a 
bridge. Cross this bridge but do not build upon it.” Similar sayings read “the world is a 
place of transition and properly meant only for pilgrimage,” or “this world and the next 
may be likened to two wives. You will be pleased with one and angry with the other” or 
“be in the middle, but walk to the side,” as a directive about how to be in, yet not of, the 
world.265 Al-Ghazl is known for his numerous sayings attributed to Jesus’ admonition 
to believers about the danger of loving the world. Some of these sayings include: “It is a 
mark of evil of this world that God is disobeyed therein… Know that the root of every sin 
is love of the world.” (3:151) “Woe to him who care is of this world. Who is he who 
builds on the waves of the sea? Such is the world: do not take it for your resting place.” 
(3:153). “The world was revealed to Jesus in the form of an old woman with broken teeth 
and sorts of adornments upon her. He said to her: ‘How many husbands have you had?’ 
She said: ‘I cannot count them.’ He said: ‘Have you survived them all? Or did they all 
divorce you?’ She said: ‘No. I have slain them all.’ Then Jesus said: ‘Woe to your 
                                                 
262 Ibid, p. 45. 
263 Eg, Kitb al-Zuhd by Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (d. 865), See T. Khlidi, The Muslim Jesus…, pp. 191ff. 
264 Ibid, p. 34 
265 D. S. Margoliouth in Expository Times, vols 3 and 4, (Edinburgh, 1893-94), pp. 59ff, Quoted in K. 
Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration, p. 47. 
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remaining husbands: why do they not take warning from your remaining husbands? You 
have destroyed them all one after the other and yet they are not on their guard against 
you?’ (3:161).”266 
 
Cragg reports that travellers in remote regions of the Muslim world have been surprised 
to find that even illiterate peasants knew of Jesus as the one who said that ‘the son of man 
has nowhere to lay his head.’ 267 Jesus is said to be revered even among the heathens 
influenced by Muslims’ veneration of Jesus. A Syrian heathen once sang: 
 
if Jesus Christ is a man, and only a man, I say that of all mankind I cleave to him, 
and to him I cleave always. If Jesus Christ is a god, and the only God, I swear I 
will follow him through heaven and hell, the earth, the sea, and the air!268 
 
The later sayings and stories led to the perception of Jesus not only as a patron saint of 
ascetics but also a model of conduct and good manners in which he repeatedly urged his 
followers to always seek others’ good by repaying evil with good unconditionally, 
whether the perpetrators are foes or friends. Jesus’ austerity and withdrawal from the 
world and his moral exemplary conduct abound in the works of great Muslim moralists 
like al-Ghazl (d. 1111), Ab ‘Abd Allh Hrith al-Muhsib (9th century), al-Ya’qb 
(late 9th century) etc.269  
 
Apart from Jesus’ asceticism and his social and ethical exemplary life, he is also 
portrayed with great admiration as one who is lord over nature, the miracle worker and 
healer, made possible by God’s leave.270 His ability to speak with, and in some instances 
                                                 
266 Ibid, p. 48. 
267 K. Cragg, Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration, p. 47. 
268 A. Carleton, “The Christ of the Syrian Road” in The Muslim World Vol. XLIII No. 3, July 1953, p. 160. 
269 See D. S. Margoliouth, Expository Times, vols 3 and 4, pp. 59ff., 107ff., 177ff., 503ff., 561ff; K. Cragg, 
Jesus and the Muslim: An Exploration, pp. 47-49. 
270 Abu Ishq Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Tha’lab (d. 1036) and Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allh al-Kisa’ i are 
two examples to find stories portraying Jesus as a model in moral conduct and miracle worker respectively. 
See O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, pp. 60-64; A. Jeffery, A Reader in Islam: Passages from 
Standard Arabic Writings Illustrative of the Beliefs and Practices of Muslims (The Hague: Mouton & Co. 
1962): pp. 560-598; W. M. Thackston Jr. tr. Tales of the Prophets of al-Kisa’I (Boston: Twayne publishers, 
1978) and D. Pinault “Images of Christ in Arabic Literature” in Die Welt des Islams XXVII, 1987 p. 106ff. 
See also J. Robson, “Stories of Jesus and Mary” in The Muslim World XL (1950): pp. 236-243. See also J. 
Robson, Christ in Islam: Wisdom of the East (New York: E. P. Patton, 1930). O. Leirvik also reveals that 
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command natural things like mountains, stones, or skull, or heal the infirmed endeared 
him to many hearts. Jesus’ healing ability means more than just theory in many Muslim 
circles. For example, in his article on “Magic Cures in Popular Islam” James Robson 
reveals, among other things, how some Muslims use Su 21:91 which describes Jesus and 
Mary as “sign for the worlds” as protection for women in childbirth. All a woman needs 
to do is to write out this verse and wear it for forty days after which the charm will be 
suspended on the child at delivery as a general protection against any harm.271 The Qiss 
in which Jesus is portrayed as a miracle worker is said to have played an important role in 
shaping the Jesus image among ordinary Muslims. Leirvik reveals how within the Persian 
tradition up to the 20th century, pious mothers were unrelenting in providing parallel 
religious education in addition to that of the mullahs to their children by relating the 
stories of prophets including Jesus to them.  
 
William N. Wysham in his translation of a write up narrating the spiritual experiences of 
a Persian convert from Islam to Christianity quotes him as saying that as by 1928: 
 
the works of Christ have gained such a place of fame in tradition that to this day 
in Persia, Arabia, Afghanistan, Turkestan, Egypt, and Syria, if you ask a physician 
why he does not cure a certain sick person he is likely to reply, ‘Am I Jesus 
Christ, that I can bring the dead to life?’272 
 
On the Indo-Pakistani side, Leirvik admits that although it will take an independent study 
to ascertain the impact of such stories concerning Jesus’ healing miracles in the minds of 
ordinary Muslims today, he is optimistic that the widespread image of Jesus as a healer in 
                                                                                                                                                 
the popular image of Jesus could be deduced from the works of Muslim historians like Ibn Ishq, al-
Ya’qbi, al-Tabar, al-Mas’udi, al- Brn, ibn al-Athr, and ibn ‘Asaki’s ‘history of Damascus’ published 
in 1996 by Mourad. See O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, pp. 66-70. 
271 The practice of wearing charms as protection from the evil eye or any kind of misfortune including 
curing of diseases is a widespread phenomenon in popular Islam. Jesus also has his place in this practice as 
Qur’nic verses related to him including many others are written out and worn, some obliterated and drunk, 
or recited repeatedly and concurrently with some actions to effect healings and other desires of the 
worshipper. See J. Robson, “Magic Cures in Popular Islam” in The Muslim World Vol. XXIV No. 1, 
January 1934, pp. 33-43. 
272 W. N. Wysham “From Islam to Christ: The Spiritual Experiences of a Persian Convert” in The Muslim 
World Vol. XVIII No. 1, 1928, p. 52 
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Indo-Pakistani Islam has its root in the enormous emphasis on the miracles of Jesus in the 
Qiss.273 
 
The Qiss also contains various stories regarding Jesus’ nativity and his alleged 
knowledge of secrets including his crucifixion. As related by E. J. Jenkinson, we find in 
the Qiss how Jesus’ discernment of secrets perplexed those around him. The story has it 
that when Mary and Joseph fled with the child Jesus from Herod to Damascus, a rich man 
offered them accommodation and gave them great entertainment and hospitality on their 
arrival along with many lame and blind people. Unknown to the philanthropist, the blind 
and the lame were thieves who used his hospitality to steal a valuable article belonging to 
the rich man. As they tried to conceal their act, Jesus is reported to have said “such a 
lame man and such a blind man stole the thing.” Those accused retorted “How could I see 
to steal?” and “how could I walk to do so?” Their pretence was uncovered to their shame 
when Jesus said “the blind man carried the lame man, who then from a shelf took the 
goods, and divided the booty.”274  
 
On his crucifixion, the theories range from Jesus’ likeness being cast on Judas, his jailer 
or a voluntary friend of Jesus as God caused Jesus to escape through a window-niche to 
the idea that God actually caused him to die for three hours before he was raised to 
heaven. His reappearance ‘after seven days in heaven’ brought great comfort to his 
mother, Mary Magdalene and his disciples including one ‘King of Rome’ who saved the 
disciples from the persecution of the Jews and later became a Muslim. As for the end of 
                                                 
273 O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam…, p. 61. Kate Zebiri has undertaken a study of the 
contemporary Muslim understanding of the miracles of Jesus in which the impact of changing social 
contexts on religious thought and self-understanding are brought to bare. From her survey of both classical 
and popular sources, varieties of perceptions could be deduced ranging from those who deny the possibility 
of miracle like the India reformer Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1879), Azhar, Durrani and the Ahmadis etc, 
those – the majority – who accept that Jesus actually performed miracles but do not accord them 
significance beyond being a manifestation of God’s power and a validation of Jesus’ prophethood and few 
who draw nearer to the Christian understandings of the spiritual significance of Jesus’ miracle at the 
expense of the physical dimension, by interpreting the miracles metaphorically. See K. Zebiri, 
“Contemporary Muslim Understanding of the Miracles of Jesus” in The Muslim World Vol. 90, Spring, 
2000, pp. 71-90.  
274 E. J. Jenkinson, “Jesus in Muslim Tradition” in The Muslim World Vol. XVIII No. 1 January 1928. p. 
268. Relating it to gifts given to Jesus at early age (12), see variant of same story and others in M. ‘Ata ur-
Rahim, Jesus: A Prophet of Islam (London: MWH London Publishers, 1979): pp. 26-28. 
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this second period of Jesus’ life on earth, Muslim legend has tried to fill in the gaps left 
by the Hadth: 
 
Jesus, son of Mary, will descend to the earth, will marry, have children, and 
remain forty-five years, after which he will die and be buried along with me in the 
grave. Then Jesus son of Mary and I shall arise from one grave between Abu Bakr 
and Umar.275  
 
The aim of this return is to right the wrong by fighting on behalf of Islam until all 
humankind submits to Islam. 
 
Consistent with the Islamic portrayal of Jesus as a Muslim prophet who was 
distinguished by his ascetic and miraculous beginnings and workings, certain sayings and 
stories bordering on his alleged encounter with a pig, the affirmation of his crucifixion 
and the alleged reverence paid to Jesus by Muhammad when he (Muhammad) destroyed 
all idols and images in the Ka’ba in Mecca except those of the infant Jesus and his virgin 
mother, Mary, are at variance with “average Muslim sensitivities.”276  
 
Another quarter from which to glimpse the image of Jesus in popular Islam would be in 
America among some African American groups like the Ansrullah community, the 
"Five Percent Nation of Gods" and "Earths and the Nation of Islam" which try to portray 
Jesus as a black man just as he has been portrayed as an Arab, Indian, Asian, European 
etc. Although dismissed as non-Islamic by orthodox Muslims due to their many strange 
and sometimes incomprehensive teachings, they have insisted that they are the truest 
Muslims. Common to their perception of Jesus is their insistence that the original Jesus 
was a black man of Nubian or Ethiopian ancestry as opposed to the “myth of the white 
Jesus, or “red” or “pale-skinned Arab” identity of the prophets of Islam.”277  
 
                                                 
275 Quoted from J. Robson, “Stories of Jesus and Mary”, in The Muslim World, Vol. 40, no. 4, pp. 236-243. 
276 T. Khlidi, The Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Literature, p. 44. 
277 K. M. O’Connor, “The Islamic Jesus: Messiahhood and Human Divinity in African American Muslim 
Exegesis” p. 509, in Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 66, No. 3 (Autumn, 1998): pp. 493-
532. Much has been written about these groups. We will only attempt a summary of their main teachings 
on Jesus. See the whole article by O’Connor and the references he refers to. 
 311
The Ansrullah Community, named after its founder, Ansaar, was started in 1967 but 
officially took off in 1970. In consonant with other traditions within Islam, it’s 
characterized by its mystical (Sf) and Messianic or Mahdist orientation. Ansaar’s 
successor, sa Muhammad, a pseudonym taken up to describe his dual role as an 
embodiment of sa (Jesus) and Muhammad, became the most prominent figure of the 
movement due to his writings concerning the group. He maintains that both Christians' 
and Muslims’ misunderstanding, misinterpretation and misrepresentation have eclipsed 
the true Jesuses there are. He is of the view that there are three Jesuses:  
1. Yashu’a (Hebrew for Jesus) of 2000 years ago, son of Mary and Joseph who died in 
Egypt at the age of 120 (Matt. 13:55; Lk. 4:22); 
2. Cleophas (Jesus-Justus), son of Marc Anthony and Cleopatra (Acts 1:26; 1 Col. 4:11) 
who died in India one year after Jesus was buried in Kashmir; 
3. Simon Bar Jesus, Yashu’a’s (Jesus) son from Mary Magdalene, crucified in 61 C. E. 
and buried in a Basilica in Rome. 
 
These three Jesuses represent the Trinity to Isa Muhammad as he maintains that “the 
Jesus of 2000 years ago representing THE FATHER, Bar Jesus representing THE SON, 
and Cleophas Jesus-Justus representing THE HOLY GHOST (John 19:25).”278 
 
Utilizing the Hebrew Torah, the Christian New Testament and the Qur’n279 to shape 
their image of Jesus, Jesus is situated within his African ancestry. While concurring with 
the Ahmadiyya’s view that Jesus escaped death and died at an old age because God 
cannot allow the crucifixion of any of his prophets, they emphasized that the place where 
Jesus died was in Africa, not Asia as proposed by the Ahmadiyya. sa Muhammad 
maintains that in the process of crucifixion, Jesus ascended from the cross to heaven, 
returned to earth to continue his ministry, and much later died a natural death at old age. 
He quickly adds that Jesus’ journey took him to Egypt, land of the Nubians, where he 
                                                 
278 Ibid.  
279 They reject the ahdth as non-binding on them. “We are Muslim for Christ and we follow not only the 
laws that he brought, but the laws brought by all Prophets-even the correct Sunnah (i. e. that which is in 
accord with revelation) of the Prophet/Apostle Muhammad, not the man-made traditions that came after.” 
(1991:84). K. M. O’Connor, “The Islamic Jesus:…” p. 514. 
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ascended the pyramids and passed the “seven tests of wisdom” in the school of the High 
priest Melchizedek” before his death. 
 
Jesus is said to have escaped death because of his practice of taqiyya (dissimulation) and 
occultation (ghayba), as found in Ahmadiyya and Shi`ism. sa Muhammad opines that 
among the miraculous powers bestowed upon Christ by God was his ability to transform 
himself, disappear, and reappear disguised. Hence, Jesus is said to have transformed 
himself and was able to slip away disguised as a gardener, before Judas was mistakenly 
dragged before Pontius Pilate and later crucified, as Jesus has cast his resemblance on 
him. 
 
Like Ghulam, sa Muhammad believes that Jesushood has been conferred on him as it is 
possible on all believers. He avers that the true meaning of the crucifixion of Jesus is that 
the true Messiah, which is himself, is his overturning of falsehood of Christianity and the 
“head of Dajjl”, identified as American “preachers, popes, ministers, deacons, priests, 
false imams, rabbis…”280 This conferment of Jesushood is better captured in his words:  
 
… when a person acquires such an accomplishment in turning to God that only 
spirit remains, he then becomes Rh-ullah (Spirit of God) in God’s view, and he 
is named Isa (Jesus) in heaven. He receives a spiritual birth at the hand of God, 
which is not from any physical father, rather it is a shadow of the grace of God, 
that grants him that birth…281 
 
The Ansrullah Community believes in Jesus as cardinal for salvation. Relying on the 
Qur’n, Surah 3:84, Jesus is regarded as the true Saviour and Mahdi of all:  
 
for all who don’t believe that the prophet/messiah Jesus is the messiah to come 
again, there will be no salvation for them. In order to get to Allh you must go 
through him (John 14:6)… As Muslims for Christ, we look forward to his return. 
This is where the Ansaaru Allh Community and the orthodox Sunni Moslems 
part ways. We are the Hawaariuwna (‘the ones dressed in white’) that the 
prophet/messiah Jesus spoke about in the Qur’n. Jesus said: “who will be my 
helpers?... We are God’s helpers (Ansaaru Allh)’, Disciples in white robes. 282 
                                                 
280 K. M. O’Connor, “The Islamic Jesus:…” p. 510. 
281 Ibid. 
282 Ibid, p. 513. 
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The "Five Percent Nation of Gods and Earths" see themselves as the righteous minority 
left with the view that the remaining 95 % of Americans (all humankind implied) are in 
deception, including orthodox Muslims. As a splinter group from the Nation of Islam, 
they share certain convictions and are both driven by their desire of freedom, justice and 
equality for the black population in America. Convinced that the black man was the 
original man, the person of Jesus becomes very important as he is regarded as one of 
these “original men.” They also share the belief that Jesushood can be conferred as 
discussed under the Ansrullah Community. For the 5 % members, Jesus is both the 
primordially perfect first human, the original Blackman and the apocalyptic lamb, the 
Black Messiah. Like other Muslims, they emphasize that Jesus should not be regarded 
only as black but also as a Muslim: “Jesus never said he was a Christian… he was in fact 
a Muslim. Muslim means one that submits to do the will of God, and that’s all Jesus did, 
the will of God.”283 
 
Regarding Jesus’ crucifixion, they share similar views with the Ahmadiyya and the 
Ansrullah Community at some points and with the Sh`ites at others. Like the Sh`ites, 
Jesus’ suffering and persecution is equated or serves as a symbol of the oppression of the 
black man in America. The members speak of themselves as victims, the objects of 
“crucifixion” or the larger “black crucifixion” of life in the ghetto. 
 
The figure of Jesus as a Liberator is pushed further by the Nation of Islam which lays the 
blame of his crucifixion at the door of the white society. Jesus’ uncompromising stand in 
the face of the existing power structures of his day (whether the power of the 
moneylenders in the temple, the power of the priesthood to enforce the Sabbath or the 
power of Rome to imprison and crucify) makes him the “biblical prototype for the 
modern black militant and martyr.”  
 
Jesus is the only revolutionary in the Bible…once you start to develop your 
African mind you will see, you will understand that you can’t just know the story 
                                                 
283 Quoted in K. M. O’Connor, “The Islamic Jesus:…” p. 519   
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of Jesus, you have to understand the fact that he was black. The fact that it was a 
white society that killed him.284 
 
Unlike others who expect the return of Jesus, the Nation of Islam does not have any 
eschatological expectation of Jesus’ return. For them, he is a dead prophet, not a living 
God and therefore will never return. They however believe that he does return as a 
manifestation in the persons of divine messengers, whether it is Elijah Muhammad to the 
Nation of Islam or sa Muhammad to the Ansrullah Community. 
 
What is common to these three groups in view of the perception of the Islamic Jesus is 
the arrogation to themselves and “each awakened black person” divinity,285 their 
unquenching desire to revive the Islamic tradition from within through Jesus and other 
persons of divine manifestation as well as to see the imminent end to the depravation the 
ummah and true Muslims have suffered in the hands of the their oppressors:  
 
Jesus lives!” through the collective resurrection of the ‘mentally dead,” the 
individual embodiment of Messiahhood, and their joint witness to the “wrath of 
the Lamb” (Rev. 6:1). These communities live under the mantle and leadership of 
the Islamic Jesus as the Lamb, the apocalyptic redemptor, whether in the guise of 
Messiah as human prophet or as human divinity, acknowledging the imminent fall 
and punishment of corrupt white non-Muslim society in North America and their 
own bloody and embattle yet ultimately victorious status as his “chosen,” the 
righteous Muslim remnant. “They will make war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will 
conquer them, for he is Lord of Lords and king of kings, and those with him are 
called and chosen and faithful. 286 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
284 Ibid. 
285 This is not peculiar with them as many other individuals have done the same, especially in Africa, even 
among Christians. For example, in the Sudan, there existed self-proclaimed prophets. One such was 
prophet Zayn who claimed to have been given the soul (ruh) of Jesus. He saw himself as a universal 
prophet unlike those he considered local prophets like al-Mahdi and al-Sanusi. Babikr is another prominent 
prophet as Zayn in the Sudan, Yoruba Mahdis etc are also relevant examples. See H. B. Barclay, “Muslim 
'Prophets' in the Modern Sudan” in The Muslim World Vol. LIV, No. 1, Jan. 1964, pp. 250-55; For Yoruba 
Mahdi, see A. R. I. Doi, The Yoruba Mahdi (1971-1972) or J. Hinds, “Mahdism with Special Reference to 
Northern Nigeria” in TCNN Research Bulletin No. 9, April 1981, pp. 30-44. For Christian examples, see G. 
T. Haar, “A Wondrous God: Miracles in Contemporary Africa” in African Affairs (2003): pp. 409-428. 
286 K. M. O’Connor, “The Islamic Jesus:…” p. 528. 
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5.3 Conclusion 
 
Although the representations of the Islamic Jesus in this chapter is not exhaustive, it 
nevertheless illustrate the richness of Islamic “Christologies.” These representations raise 
new questions particularly on the historical roots and the sources of sw Christology as 
we shall turn to in the next chapter but which fall outside the scope of this research. A 
new study into the historical and contemporary impact of Islamic “Christologies” as 
discussed on the sw movement remains a viable research proposal. As indicated, the 
aim of this thesis is an attempt to motivate a desire to (re)discover Jesus as a fundamental 
common point of reference in Christian and Muslim religious thoughts using the sw as 
a reference point to foster mutual co-existence between Christians and Muslims in 
Nigeria. It is interesting to note how central Jesus turns out to be in Islamic circles 
contrary to what the average Nigerian Muslim or Christian alike thinks or imagines. The 
survey of Islamic representations of Jesus from the Qur’n, the Hadth, Sfism, 
Ahmadiyya, apologetics and polemics, modern Muslim literature, popular Islam as well 
as its confirmation from introductory texts by modern western scholars of religion opens 
up possibilities for the desired (re)discovery. Although the sw do not subscribe to the 
Hadth coupled with the non-advocacy for pacifism in some of these sources due to what 
they see as present social and political realities, these representations leave us with no 
option other than to take the sw representation of Jesus serious if there is going to be a 
way forward for Christian-Muslim relations within the Nigerian context that has for a 
while stagnated. As indicated, the sw have remained uninvolved in the numerous 
religious crises enumerated primarily because of the influence their piety and devotion to 
Jesus had had on their life. As the Muslim and Christian population become more and 
more radicalized as indicated, the only hope left for Nigerians is to return to their 
cherished scriptures to (re)discover the programmatic non-violence of Jesus as 
exemplified by the sw. Those Christians and Muslims who advocate the legitimate use 
of force (just war) as the only option left will do well to rethink their “Christologies” In 
the light of what is obtainable but not limited to the sw. It is clear that the polemical 
and apologetic tones in the Islamic sources discussed are not meant to deride or malign 
the person of Jesus but are meant to protect the Islamic Jesus whom all Muslims hold 
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dear. This sense of reverence for Jesus permeates both Christianity and the sw 
movement. It is the foundation upon which both were founded and continue to exist. 
Viewed in the negative way, as some people would want to, it is the contention of this 
research that the Christian witness has nothing to loose in taking all Islamic views of 
Jesus seriously even when they contradict its sources since part of the aim of this research 
is to make narrow mindedness, ignorance of the other which leads to antagonism, 
egotistic and blind proselytism, give way to genuine tolerance without which there can be 
no peace. The world is increasingly becoming a village and Nigerian Muslims’ views of 
Jesus will no longer be limited to the scanty works of polemicists and apologists 
reviewed in chapter one, but will increasingly be shaped by the Islamic “Christologies” 
across the globe from the Middle East, Asia, Europe, America and the wider African 
continent. This is an opportunity for the 21st century Christian witness and for an 
advocacy of peace. The reverence and high esteem for Jesus, not only for his non-
violence approach to the evil of this world, but also for his piety, moral conduct, 
contentment etc, are recurrent themes throughout the Islamic sources cited. This can be 
the springboard for any Christian witness interested in mutual co-existence between 
Christians and Muslims in Nigeria.  This chapter is therefore very crucial for the overall 
aim of this research not only because it provides a basis for understanding the sw 
movement, but also because it leaves the Christian witness with crucial religious and 
moral questions to reflect upon. The sw movement which falls between Christianity 
and Islam as we now turn to base on its Christolgy also raises the same questions that 
must be addressed by both Christians and Muslims in the hope of finding a lasting 
solution for today’s conflict ridden world. 
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CHAPTER SIX: THE SW AND THEIR PERCEPTIONS OF JESUS 
 
6. Introduction 
  
As the topic of this chapter indicates and as alluded to in our introductory chapter, the 
sw people of Northern Nigeria are what they are because of their unique and 
unshakable allegiance to Jesus. Their  history, religious belief and practice, culture, 
worldview, occupation and every day life are believed to be rooted and shaped by the 
tenets handed down to them through their predecessors who in turn got their inspiration 
from Jesus’ exemplary life as they understood it from the Qur’n. They view their history 
with a sense of nostalgia and pride due to its perceived sacredness having evolved not 
through the imagination of any mortal being but by God’s predetermined will. All that 
the sw believe and do is claimed to be derivable from the exemplary life of Jesus even 
when they cannot directly or indirectly prove it from the Qur’n. In fact, everything in 
their culture and worldview, whether scriptural (Qur’nic) or not is somehow believed to 
be sanctioned by Jesus. Their extreme pacifism, as we shall show, owes its origin from 
Jesus’ pacifism. They believe that all of mankind has departed from God’s original plan 
except themselves, and to some extent Christians, because of their allegiance to Jesus. 
From doctrine to ethics, socio-economic and political life, Jesus is always the priority and 
example to be emulated. For the sw, life amounts to nothing when Jesus and he alone 
is not emulated and followed.  
 
It is the contention of this research that the sw’s perception of Jesus stands out as one 
of the cardinal factors responsible for their non-involvement in inter-religious crises in 
Nigeria. Although many people were and continue to be quick in dismissing the sw 
people as an inconsequential group of people, in line with the biblical derogation that 
“Nothing good will come from Nazareth”1, because of their perceived backwardness, we 
insist that the sw people have something to offer as we struggle to promote mutual co-
existence, a panacea for sustainable development in the context of Christian-Muslim 
relations in Nigeria and even beyond. Writing on the sw, Linden confessed he found 
                                                 
1 Many informants insisted that not even the immediate neighbours of the sw would ever see anything 
worth emulating from the sw due to their backwardness in all sphere of “modern” life. 
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himself confronted with a historiography of startling contrasts, an academic battle ground 
with well-fortified positions manned by scholar-warriors, and admonished that the 
academic has a grave responsibility to do everything in his power to come to terms with 
traditions that are alien; to acknowledge them; and incorporate their insights.2  
 
Although the thrust of this chapter is to demonstrate and determine how the perception of 
Jesus among the sw people has made them uninvolved in the numerous religious 
crises that have threatened the corporate existence of Nigeria, it would not be out of place 
to start by highlighting who the sw are. Because little is known about this group of 
people due to the scanty (and in some cases misleading) information available about 
them, a section dedicated to their advent and historical development is considered the 
surest foundation upon which other building blocks will be laid. Although the sw may 
be hesitant to attribute some of their distinctiveness to sources outside the Qur’n as 
allegedly passed down to them by Mallam Ibrahim, the immediate preceding chapter 
gives evidence of some kind of connection between the sw and some other sources 
other than the Qur’n as indicated. Given the religious belief and practice of the sw as 
we shall show, especially their perceptions of Jesus, which is our focus, the immediate 
preceding chapter suggests that Mallam Ibrahim, the founder of the sw movement, 
could have been influenced in formulating the sw religious doctrines and practice not 
only by his interpretation of the Qur’n but by the religious context within which the 
sw movement evolved. Apart from the obvious Qur’nic roots of most sw belief 
and practice, there are evidences in the immediate preceding chapter, as well as in its 
(sw) history, that Mallam Ibrahim and his early followers were not immune to the 
influences of their Muslim neighbours, the Hadth, Sfism, contemporary contacts 
through Islam and the trans-Saharan trade as well as the few written sources available 
then.3  It is therefore not out of place to begin with a historical survey of the sw 
movement from inception to the present so as to better understand who the sw are and 
                                                 
2 I. Linden, “Between Two Religions of the Book: The Children of the Israelites (c. 1846 – c. 1920)” in 
Elizabeth Isichei ed. Varieties of Christian Experience in Nigeria (London: The Macmillian Press Ltd, 
1982): p. 79.  
3 For example, it is in the Hadth that the concept of Mary and Jesus’ sinlessness, including the idea of 
Jesus returning in a final battle to defeat al-Dajjal and all enemies of God using his faithful followers is 
made more explicit. The Idea of elevating Jesus beyond other prophets being an example because of his 
piety and holiness, renunciation of the world, healing miracles, etc first found expression in Sfism.   
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why they are what they are.  The entire chapter therefore is an attempt to understand who 
the sw are, where they live, their numerical strength, what they believe, how they live, 
the extend of both internal and external influences on them, and their relationship with 
their neighbours, particularly Christians and Muslims in Nigeria. 
 
Because of the uniqueness of the sw people within the religious scenario in Northern 
Nigeria, the few researchers and observers, including myself, who have attempted to 
write on the sw people, have faced a dilemma of classification. They have been 
described as “an African people group whose religion and lifestyle fall between Islam 
and Christianity.”4 Being a religious community that lives on the fringes of two 
competing religions, Christianity and Islam, as earlier indicated, this description is apt. 
The question that has defied an answer has been whether they are Christian or Muslim? 
On the one hand, there are those who have no hesitation referring to them as Christians 
due to what they see as their closeness to Christianity. Some consider them a would-be 
Christian group taking the right steps in the right direction if Christian labourers would 
persist until the harvest is fully brought in. On the other hand, “there are those who 
classify them as Muslim, considering them to be practicing a purer form of Islam.”5 
Those on the Christian side have reached their conclusion because of the sw’s loyalty 
to sa, Jesus, whom they consider a more worthy prophet than Muhammad. Responding 
to the Christian conclusion, a Christian author, Dean Gilliland, warns that Christians 
should not rush into concluding that the sw people are Christians because of their 
attachment to sa. He advises instead that they must be seen in the light of their own 
practices, beliefs, and self-definition.6 Ian Linden would not be accused of exaggeration 
therefore for lamenting that of all varieties of Nigerian religious experience, that of ‘The 
Children of the Israelites’ proved the most contentious,7 leading him to employ military 
                                                 
4 van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 1. 
5 For example, Miller, a pioneer Missionary among the sw wrote that their religious belief and practice 
was enough to make them Nonconformists, while essentially Muslims. This is complicated by their attitude 
of staying incognito by pretending to practice the religions around them, particularly Islam to avoid 
confrontation. See W. R. S. Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer (London: Church Missionary Society, 1936): p. 
108. See also van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 1. 
6 D. Gilliland, “Principleps of the Christian Approach to an African-Based Islamic Society” in Missiology: 
An International Review (Vol. xxv No. 1, Jan. 1997): p. 5. 
7 I. Linden, “Between Two Religions of the Book: The Children of the Israelites…” p. 79. 
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terminologies to describe his experience as indicated above. From the interviews 
conducted and personal observation,8 one would really hesitate to reach these conclusions 
and insist that their religion and lifestyle fall somewhere in between these two extremes. 
It has been observed that “exactly where they are classified is often dependent on one’s 
experience with and knowledge of this group, as well as the religious orientation of the 
person or persons seeking to understand this group of people.”9 More so, classifying them 
is further complicated due to their reticence based on historical antecedents as stated 
below: 
 
the sw people are able and quite willing to conceal their beliefs and practices 
in order to blend in with the society around them. In most cases they are 
surrounded by a Muslim society. This practice of apparent integration has 
historical roots, and from the sw perspective allows for their survival as a 
separate entity within the security of a larger and dominant Muslim society. It is 
therefore extremely difficult to classify this group of people.10  
 
The implication of this calls for restrain on the part of anyone involved in any kind of 
research among the sw not to rush into conclusions at first instance. Rather, such a 
person must as an obligation exercise caution and accuracy when conducting research 
among them. 
 
Having reiterated the fact that the sw are known for their reluctance to reveal their 
thoughts or feelings especially when it comes to their religious beliefs and practices 
including their history and location etc, it would not be out of place to mention at the 
onset that some information contained in this research might not really represent the 
essence of who they really are, their belief and practice. This is also in view of the fact 
that, to the best of my knowledge, there is no written document left by Mallam Ibrahim 
himself or his followers concerning the movement.11 Although the sw are a reserved 
                                                 
8 The reesearcher is in possession of his field work notes including skeletal notes or diary on personal 
observations. He is also in possession of tapes of recorded interviews. 
9 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 1 
10 Ibid. 
11 Many generations have passed since the time of Mallam Ibrahim. There is therefore no surviving eye 
witness or close contemporary of say second or third generation. Those informants who volunteered to 
offer an interview were more uncompromisingly ready to give a somewhat glorified account of the 
movement. The primary sources as well as the secondary are therefore suspect. This however does not 
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group as indicated, they take their history seriously because being disciples of Mallam 
Ibrahim affects the present and defines their immediate future.12 This primacy of their 
historical past therefore calls on us to present an account that would be as accurate and 
unbiased as much as it is possible.  
 
Our purpose as aforementioned is to understand who the sw are, to know how the 
movement came about and how that history is responsible for beliefs and way of life. 
Questions like: “what do they believe? How do they live? What are their concerns, and 
their struggles? Are they closer to Islam or Christianity? Where do they reside, and are 
they open to fellowship with others, not only socially, but also on a deeper religious and 
theological level?” have been the concerns of researchers.13 The pages that follow are an 
attempt to answer these questions.  
 
6.1 The sw 
 
They are called sw because of their allegiance to Jesus, sa,14 as earlier indicated. 
However, they are called differently by different people. Although the name sw has 
become the most famous not because of their own making, some sources attribute the 
name to the sw themselves. For example, a report in the April 19, 1996 issue of World 
Pulse and Thought reports that the sw were brought into Islam when the Islamic 
armies moved from North Africa down into the central belt. At some point early in their 
reading of the Koran, they came across the passages that speak about the Prophet sa, 
whom we call Jesus. They were struck by the fact that sa was born of a virgin and that 
he performed miracles. Muhammad had not been seen in that light. So they took to 
themselves the name sw-the followers of sa.15 Sometimes Christians refer to them as 
                                                                                                                                                 
render the work inconsequential or unreliable since oral tradition in Nigeria is deep-rooted and often the 
only reservoir of past knowledge. 
12 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 1 
13 Ibid, p. 2. 
14 The Arabic name for Jesus is sa as seen in the Qur’n. Some say they call themselves sw for their 
respect for Jesus. From my research, it was clear that they have only come to accept being sw not that 
they call themselves thus. 
15 SUM-CRC Nigeria office file. sw/12. 
 322
(the) “Jesus Community” or “Bani Isra’ila Communities.”16 Sometimes they are called 
“Kalo Kato”,17 “Yan Sap”,18 “Digawa”,19 or even “Mai Tatsine”.20 They are called 
Yantubu for their disdain of worldly pleasure; Masukaman Kirgi for their peculiar attitude 
to prayer, Kosawa, Yan Taburma, mat weaving, the main economic activity for all sw 
women, Yantsere, a derogatory term meaning those who are impaled, Yan Farin Fula, 
because the men wear only white etc.  
 
Although the name Ba’ise (sw person) is on the lips of all and sundry including the 
sw themselves, those who care to probe further would be stunned at their disdain for 
the aforementioned names. Most, if not all, would insist that none of these names 
adequately describe the sw community. Linking them to the groups mentioned above, 
particularly “Mai Tatsine”, is considered a great disservice. They do not hesitate to 
maintain that none of these names indicate who they really are and what they would want 
                                                 
16 Some actually compare themselves to the Israelites of old as we shall show below. For treatment of this 
labeling, the Sons of Israel, See G. W. G. Jibo, An Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria 
c. 1830-1902 (Bukuru: Unpublished Research Paper, TCNN, 1986). Based on oral tradition relayed by 
Mallam Ibrahim, Jibo is of the opinion that sws’ religion, here called “Bani Israi’la”, is not the same as 
Islam. According to him, the sw religion was brought to Kano by one Mallam Abdul Jalalu from Egypt 
when Arab slave traders made it to Kano. Based on this therefore, he opines that the Bani Isra’ila religion 
preceded both Mallam Hamza and Mallam Ibrahim. Stephen Audu, interviewed at Wusasa, Zaria, Aug. 16, 
1974. See van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 2. Ian Linden also refers to them 
with this name. See below.  
17 Kalo Kato is derived from both Arabic and Hausa roots depicting what is considered: “spoken by men, as 
opposed to the Qur’n spoken by God.” The members of Kalo Kato accept all the precepts of Islam except 
commentaries and traditions. In SUM-CRC Nigeria Office file 04, interview with Sheikh Shehu Galadima, 
Bukuru 15/8/96. 
18 Yan Sap in Hausa means, “Sons of the easy way,” due to their mode of daily prayers. Unlike the 
Muslims, “they move from the standing position directly to the prostate position disregarding the 
intermediate position of prayer practiced by most Muslims.” They do not pray five times a day and reject 
all commentaries and the traditions. They also practice the recitation of secret Qur’nic verrse known as 
Kundi to attract Allh’s blessing, prosperity and healing. Van. C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples 
of Jesus…” p. 2. 
19 Because of their practice of purdah, their Muslim neighbours call them “Digawa”. The Digawa are a 
different religious group who share certain religious practices in common with the sw  especially their 
practice of radical purdah. It is prohibited for a wife’s voice to be heard outside the compound. To get her 
husband’s attention in case she wants to talk to him, she can only beat on a gourd or do something else 
without using words or calling him aloud. Digawa also connotes “makaranci” one who studies or reads, 
referring to their practice of Qur’nic reading. In SUM-CRC Office file. sw/05. Confirmed by Mallam 
Jamil, Girgagu 25.11.08. 
20 Although we have treated this group in a previous chapter, it is not out of place to add that the Hausa 
term means: those who curse. Mallam Muhammad Marwa had the practice of cursing his listeners after his 
open-air preachings and prayers by saying, “Wanda bai yarda ba, Allh ya tsine” (May God curse whoever 
does not agree with me). See chapter 3 for more information on this group. See also V. C. Wyk and H. 
Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…,” pp. 2-3.  
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to be known as. They prefer the name disciples (almajirai), indicating that they are 
followers of Mallam Ibrahim/sa or Yan’uwa (brethren). Their adherence to the teachings 
of the leading teacher (mallam) in their villages is not seen as an end in itself, but is 
regarded as a pointer to the fact that they are followers of Mallam Ibrahim/Jesus and 
helpers (ansar)21 of God. As indicated, they believe that these teachings are solely based 
on the Qur’n22 as they received them from Mallam Ibrahim. Although in varying 
degrees since the advent of the movement till date, the teachings are strictly adhered to 
and are quite uniform throughout the many sw communities.23 For the sake of this 
research however, coupled with its popularity, we shall call them sw from now on. 
 
6.2 Historical Background 
 
Although the sw movement has just existed for less than two centuries, the sw give 
the impression that the sw movement preceded the two most known and competing 
religions, Christianity and Islam, not only in Nigeria but the world over. Their 
understanding of religious history seems to start and end with the sw movement. All 
other religions are seen as diversions from God’s original intension, the sw 
Movement. This therefore calls for an understanding of the immediate historical 
background of the sw Movement aimed at correcting this impression. As confirmed 
by both written and oral traditions, “the immediate background of the sw movement is 
Kano, but on a broader level includes the Hausa people of Northern Nigeria, as well as 
                                                 
21 Sometimes the sw are called ansar too. In the past the word ansar was used to describe Ibrahim’s 
followers-“the helpers” connoting their obedience to Jesus and commitment to God. It is used in a different 
sense with ansar al-nab, “the helpers of the prophet” who aided the prophet at Medina during his flight 
from Mecca. In the classical setting, ansar is one separate group within a heterogenous movement for the 
foundation of Islam. See Miller, Ayandele, Crampton as well as some others.  W. R. S. Miller, Reflections 
of a Pioneer and An Autobiography, pp. 106-10 and 51-4, E. A. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on 
Modern Nigeria…, pp. 51-4; E. P. T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria…, pp. 129-36.  See Adell 
Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom and the African Frontier, Mountaineers and Resistance to the Sokoto 
Caliphate ca 1800-1908, (Madison: Ph.D. Thesis, Uni. Of Wisconsin, 1975): p. 213.   
22 As noted, the sw use only the hand written Qur’n believing that the printed copy has been 
adulterated. They reject also commentaries and traditions (Hadth) by sticking only to the Qur’n. 
23 There are over one hundred sw communities. As at the late 1990’s the SUM-CRC Nigeria research 
team put a conservative estimate of their total population at about 600,000 to 800,000. Today, with 
Nigeria’s annual exponential population growth rate put at 3.18 %, a conservative estimate would be 
between 1 to 1.5 million. See appendix B. 
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the Jihâd of ‘Uthman Dan Fodio, 1804-1809.”24 It is said that “Hausa land occupies an 
area roughly from about 9 degrees to 14 degrees N. latitude, and 4 degrees to 11 degrees 
E. longitude…. It constitutes the largest single bulk among linguistic groups that occupy 
the sector between Lake Chad to the east and the Middle Niger to the west.”25 Although 
still being contested or simply dismissed in some quarters, the most recent census 
conducted in Nigeria in 2006 put the population of the Hausa people above 40 million. 
Generally speaking, Hausa people are not homogeneous. They are related more by 
language and culture than ethnicity. Linguistic evidence shows that the early inhabitants 
of Kano were related to the Berber groups of North African, but as Bargery points out, 
“this relation is not a close one in point of etymology.”26 Greenberg points out that the 
Hausa language is part of the “Sudanic” family languages as different groups are 
included in the family, “like the Kwa group, which includes Yoruba, Igbo, Nupe, Idoma, 
and Igala; the semi-Bantu central group, Tiv and Jukun; the Chad-Hamitic group, Hausa 
and some smaller tribes in Bauchi and Borno which has its origin in N.E. Africa and 
Arabia as part of the family of (Afro-asiatic)27 languages.”28 Kanuri is however said to 
have come from Tebu and is a different family altogether.29 Bargery, as well as others, in 
his Hausa-English Dictionary and English-Hausa Vocabulary discusses the Hausa 
tradition which attributes the beginning of the Hausa people to a legendary Prince from 
Bagdad and a queen of Daura. The legend attributes the founding of the so-called seven 
Hausa States (The Hausa Bakwai): Biram, Katsina, Zazzau (Zaria), Kano, Rano, Gobir, 
and Daura to the offspring of the said prince of Bagdad and the queen of Daura. It is 
likely that the seven states were independent of each other but connected by language and 
culture. Seven other states: Zamfara, Nupe, Kebbi, Gwari, Yauri, Yoruba, and Kwararafa 
(Jukun) were to some extend called Banza Bakwai (Useless Seven). They were labeled 
                                                 
24 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 3. 
25 I. A. B. Balogun, Life and Work of ‘Uthman Dan Fodio, (Lagos: Academy Press Ltd., 1975): p. 19.  
26 G. P. Bargery, A Hausa-English Dictionary and English-Hausa Vocabulary (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1935): p. xiii. 
27 See J. H. Greenberg, The Languages of Africa (Bloomington Indiana: Indiana University, 1963) np. 
28 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 4. 
29 See, R. Hallett, The Patern of Northern Nigerian History (Kaduna: Northern Nigerian Ministry of 
Internal Affairs, Information Division, 1959): p. 8. 
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Hausa Banza Bakwai having come under the influence of the Hausa language and 
culture.30  
 
Kano land (Kasar Kano), the Kano Emirate, and Kano State all derive their name from 
Kano city. 12,079 square miles is said to be the land area of Kano. Under the colonial 
administration, Kano province had about 30,000 square miles.31 
 
6.2.1 Early History of Kano 
 
Because the sw movement had its birth place in Kano as we shall see below, an 
overview of the relevant early history of Kano is paramount. In the recent Nigerian 
census of 2006, Kano city was projected as the most densely populated modern 
metropolis in Nigeria with the population put at 9, 404, 28832 people. However, at the 
time with which we are concerned, the 1850’s, the city is said to have had a population of 
30,000 with double that figure during the main caravan season between January and April 
each year.33 Paden indicates that Kano city has a long history of occupation around Dala 
Hill;34 his assumption predicated on a recent radiocarbon dating of a smelting furnace 
indicating seventh-century A.D. inhabitants.35 The Kano Gazetteer supports an earlier 
date due to the Neolithic type implements found in Kano indicating much earlier 
occupation.36 The Kano chronicle lists a priest-king, Barbushe, who heads a blacksmith 
dominated secret Traditional African rite cult described by Paden as a variation of certain 
North African cults.37 These early inhabitants are now referred to as Abagayawa. Some 
                                                 
30 See G. B. Bargery, A Hausa-English Dictionary and English-Hausa Vocabulary, pp. x-xii. 
31 Kano Gazetteer, compiled by W.F. Gowers, (London: Waterlaw and Sons Ltd, 1921): p. 5. 
32 Recent census figure conducted in 2006. Said to be the most densely populated city in Nigeria. See 
Federal Republic of Nigeria Official Gazette, Vol. 96, No. 2, Abuja-2nd Feb. 2009, p. 3. 
33 See J.B. Webster and A.A. Boahen, The Growth of African Civilization:The Revolutionary Years of West 
Africa since 1800 (London: Longman, 1967): p. 65. 
34 Dala hill is named after one Dala, whose origin and race are not certain but believed to be the first 
inhabitant of the area with his wife and seven children. It is located near the center of old Kano. Van C. 
Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 5. 
35 J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973): p. 
46. 
36 Kano Gazetter, Gowers, p. 8. 
37 J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, P. 46 Quoting H. R. Palmer, “ ‘Bori’ Among the 
Hausa,” Man 14, no. 52 (July 1914): p. 116. 
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families, generally blacksmiths, still call themselves by this tribal name.38 Another non 
Muslim group in Kano is known as Kutumbawa.39 Quoting Abubakar Dokaji, Barbushe’s 
main function seems to have been to predict to his people what would happen to them 
during the year.40 Contemporary oral-historical sources reveal that “Barbushe predicted 
one year that a certain nation would come and receive all the lands from their hands and 
eventually build a mosque…Bagauda, nicknamed Yakano, came to Kano in A. D. 999.”41 
This prediction seems to have come true when the “Abagayawa were conquered by a 
non-Muslim Hausa speaking group, which later came to be called Maguzawa (From the 
Arabic majs or ‘pagan’) by the Muslim Hausa.”42 Contemporary Maguzawa belief, 
                                                 
38 Kano Gazetter, Gowers, p. 8. 
39 Danfulani points out that the Kutumbawa of Kano are indeed Maguzawa. They consider themselves the 
first inhabitants of Kano. It should be noted that the Maguzawa are found in parts of Kano, Katsina, Daura, 
Zaria, Bauchi and indeed all over Northern Nigeria and are called differently in most cases. See U. H. D. 
Danfulani, “Factors Contibuting to the Survival of the Bori Cult in Northern Nigeria” in Numen, Vol. 46, 
No. 4 (1999): pp. 412-415. See also SUM-CRC Project, Interview with Umaru G. at Matazu, 29.08.96. 
40 J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, p. 46. See Abubakar Dokaji (Gidado), Kano ta Dabo 
Cigari [The Kano of dabo Cigari] (Zaria: Gaskiya Corporation, 1958): pp. 12-15. 
41 J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, p. 46. This is repeated in many written and oral 
sources. Examples of written sources include, A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom…, pp. 219 & 152;  E. P.T. 
Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria (Suffolk: The Chaucer Press Ltd, 1979): p. 130; W. R. S. 
Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer, p. 108; I. Linden, “The sw Mallams c. 1850-1919: Some Problems in 
the Religious History of Northen Nigeria” ( A.B.U. occasional paper, 1974): p. 23; E. A. Ayandele, The 
Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria 1842-1914…, p. 127 etc. Patton alludes to a letter believed to be 
from Dan Fodio’s daughter, Maryam, who alledged that her father spoke of a migration from Hausa land. 
“He did not specify the time of the migration (hijra) but when it comes it will be like the fire on top of a 
mountain and will not be hidden from anyone. One sign is…a lack of rain…Another…eruption of 
upheavals among the communities of the West. In the same document, Hamza is said to have taught that 
“Some people will be coming and they will conquer everyone and stop you from fighting each other…and 
taking power from you. No one will have the right of enslaving anyone, not the right to fight Kano and 
Bauchi. After the red people another group will come. They will be black. And they will fight and defeat 
all.” In Crampton, the assertion that the sw religion would eventually be fully explained by an unknown 
group from the East is said to have been predictedby Mallam Ibrahim before his death. Miller alludes to 
strangers from the West as predicted by Mallam Yahaya, Mallam Ibrahim’s successor. He is said to have 
told the sw before his death that God would reveal to them the full truth of the prophet Jesus, “we are 
told by all Mallams who come here, a universal belief in the Soudan that the power, prophesied in their 
sacred books, which is to conquer and rule the Soudan is to be the English and that it will be soon.”  I. 
Linden   attributes the saying to one Bulus Audu who is said to have taught that the Mahdi (Jesus) was 
going to appear sometimes in the future. He is also reported to have predicted the coming of Europeans, “at 
some time we would see Europeans who would come and have their farms next to ours and we would all 
farm together.” In the oral sources, P.O. Ishaku, reiterates what Mallam Ibrahim alledgely told his 
followers. He reports that they, including the Emir, were counseled to accept the religion that certain 
strangers were going to bring to them. Ishaku Interview, 13.09.74. Yahaya’s grand daughter is said to have 
confirmed this in the Saude Interview 2.01.82. See Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of 
Jesus…” p. 5-6.  
42 J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, p. 46. The epistemology of this term is not certain 
but most use it to mean “those who run”, referring to Hausa people who disliked Islam and decided to 
relocate to outskirt settlements where they would not be forced to adopt Islam. They preferred their 
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among other issues, is the Bori cult related to healing. Both priests and priestesses 
attempt to reach the state of ecstasy to communicate with a full range of the spirits 
(iskoki). Palmer opined that “Bori is a Hausa common noun, and means a sacred and 
occult force which resides in matter.”43 Madauci in his monograph Hausa Customs 
concludes that Bori cult is “…devil possession…” in tandem with popular perception. 
However, the Maguzawa consider it inseparable from Maguzanci not only because it is a 
major tenet of their faith but because it provides traditional medical and health care 
services to the public. Hence, it is enthusiastically sustained and openly sought by both 
members and non-members alike. It is a cult mostly controlled and dominated by women. 
Although there is the insinuation that much of the contemporary Bori practice in Kano 
today is linked with prostitution, many married Maguzawa and Muslim women, 
including those in purdah, are reputed to hold occasional Bori ceremonies.44 
 
History reveals that the beginning of the Bagaudawa dynasty (A.D. 999) marked the 
beginning of a city state in Kano. The general consensus among most Kano historians is 
that Bagauda, the son of Bayajjida and the Queen of Daura, was the first king of Kano. 
However, some attribute that to his grandson Gajemasu. According to the Kano 
Chronicles, Gajemasu was the third King (1095-1134) and began the building of the 
walls. The building of the walls lasted for about one hundred years before completion 
during which the gandu tax45 was introduced (1194). The destruction of the Sacred Tree 
and the wall which preserved the juju by Tsamiya, the ninth king, (1307-1343) marked 
the end of pagan resistance. It also coincided with the arrival of some forty Muslim 
religious teachers in Kano.46 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
traditional religious practices to Islam. The word is also used in a derogatory sense denoting “pagans” as 
Paden Paden indicates. Van C Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 6. 
43 H. R. Palmer, “Bori’ Among the Hausa,”  p. 113, Quoted in J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture 
in Kano p. 47.   
44 Ibid. See also U. H. D. Danfulani, “Factors Contibuting to the Survival of the Bori Cult in Northern 
Nigeria” pp. 412-447. 
45 The gandu tax consisted of 1/8 of every farmer’s crop originally paid by pagans to Muslims. Van C Wyk 
and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 6.  
46 S. J. Hogben, An Introduction to the History of the Islamic States of Northern Nigeria, (Ibadan: Oxford 
University Press, 1967): p. 99. 
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6.2.1.1 Hausa-Muslim Period 1500 – 1800 
 
The Hausa- Muslim period is approximated as from 1500 to 1800. Beginning with the 
twentieth King, Mohammad Rumfa (1463-1499), all other Hausa emirs that succeeded 
him were said to be at least nominal Muslims.47 Although the Wangarawa from the west 
had a hand in the dissemination of Islam in Kano, the reign of Mohammad Rumfa among 
other things succeeded in creating a deep impression whereby Kano Islam came to be 
seen as recorded in the Kano Chronicle with the “purest” clan of Arab Islam, (the 
Sharifai) who had been involved in the Tripoli – Kano trans-Saharan trade route. The 
Arabic root of Sharifai is sharf referring to the decendants of Muhammad through 
Fatima. Although the effects of the conversion of Hausa authorities seemed to have been 
limited to the urban area, at least as at then, it brought a lot of dividends. Paden asserts 
thus: 
 
The advantages to Hausa traders of being able to identify with the larger world of 
Islam were considerable, including the easing of social intercourse, the right to 
marry Muslim women from other urban centre, and the facilitation of credit and 
finance.48  
 
H. R. Palmer further argues that political pressure from western Sudan, the individual 
efforts of migrant Arab Scholars,49 and the establishment of a mallam class in Kano 
brought about a general acceptance of Islam in Kano and other urban areas such that it 
became impossible for the newly converted Muslim population to co-habit with the 
Maguzawa, leading to their (Maguzawa) expulsion from Kano city.50 Apart from 
                                                 
47 See J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano p. 47. Malam Ezekiel Nyajo relayed a story on 
why the then Jukun stronghold Pi was renamed Kororofa (present Dan Onitsha). It was remaned by the 
Hausas when the Jukun alledgely carried their campaign up to the gates of Kano during Rumfa’s reign and 
succeeded in chasing him (Rumfa) back to Kano. Kora or Koro means drive off or drive in front of. Koro 
Rumfa then became Kororofa or Kwararafa as some call it. The Jukuns are reported to have carried out 
raids into the Kano area into the 1700s and succeeded on two occasions by to entering Kano itself. See Van 
C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 6. 
48 J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, p. 47. 
49 Rumfa and Kano were greatly influenced by the arrival of two scholars in Kano, Shaykh ‘Abed al-
Rahman Zaite from Mali and the famous Algerian Jurist Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Kerim al-Maghili. See M. 
A. Fika, The Kano Civil War and British Over-rule 1882-1940, (Ibadan: Oxford University Press, 1978): p. 
8. 
50 H. R. Palmer, “Islam in the Kano Chronicle,” Palmer Papers, Jos Museum, no. 201, Longland, p. 8  
Referred to in J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, p. 48.  
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Rumfa’s commendable linkage of Kano Islam with the “purest” clan of Arab Islam, the 
bringing of religious books, the destruction of an alleged sacred tree, his innovations, 
twelve in all, included a central market (Kurmi Market), Gidan Rumfa (his palace), a 
central mosque built on the site where the pre-Islamic sacred tree once stood, and many 
political and administrative changes are said to be commendable. The events that marked 
his reign are contested in some quarters as to whether it still have great influence on the 
social and political institutions of Kano today. He is still remembered not only as a good 
king, learned and just, but also as one who “can have no equal in might from the time of 
the founding of Kano until it shall end.”51 No wonder, the innovations were regarded as 
forming the major characteristics of an Islamic sultanate. This political centralization was 
further strengthened by the appointment of officials known as the Tara ta Kano (Lit. the 
Kano Nine), composed of nine top military and administrative officials below the throne. 
These men had different titles in order of precedence such as Galadima, Madaki, 
Wambai, Makama, Sarkin Jarumai (chief of the brave ones), Sarkin Bai (chief of the 
slaves) Barde, Sarkin Dawaki Tsakar Gida, and Turaki.52 Apart from these, Rumfa 
incorporated eunuchs into his administration as some were named treasurer, care-taker of 
the gates, care-taker of mats, care-taker of the swords, chief of the hill, care-taker of the 
water or well, care-taker of the halls, legal adviser, care-taker of the horses, overseer of 
communal work, and other official functions. Further, chiefs of major towns in the area 
were made important state officials who participated in wars as commanders. They had 
also as their mandate the keeping the population under control. Added to these was a 
system of political marriages designed to maintain good relations within the ruling group 
as well as with other city states. During the period between 1500 and 1800 other 
functionaries were added to the ruling class further consolidating political power, but also 
expanding the administration to become a very elaborate system with a lot of 
implications not only for the state but including also the citizenry.53 
  
Webster points out that owing to this elaborate system of administration that evolved 
over the years, Kano needed a regular source of revenue in order to maintain a large 
                                                 
51 See “Kasar Kano”, in M. A. Fika, Kano Civil War 1882-1940, p. 8. 
52 Ibid, p. 9. 
53 Van C Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 7. 
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group of titled officials, their subordinates, and their dependants. Apart from the gandu 
tax mentioned earlier was a land tax as well as jangali (cattle tax). Kano Chronicle 
reveals that the inadequacy of funds to run the elaborate system of administration resulted 
in the introduction of unwarranted levies through various ways which often antagonized 
the talakawa (the ordinary people) as some of these taxes were against Muslim law. Kano 
was a suitable place for these levies. Its market is said to have been “a thriving enterprise 
that was little affected by political rivalries or war. Further, Kano was a thriving 
industrial center producing and dying cloth, especially indigo, tanning hides, leather 
work, and sandals. Kano trade articles reached as far north as Tripoli and Morocco, as far 
west as Timbuktu and the Atlantic coast, as far south as Kumasi and Lagos.”54 The 
indiscriminate taxation on non-Muslims (jizya) as well as other users of the market got to 
a climax at a point that the market almost ceased to function. The Arab merchants had to 
moved to Katsina because even the mallamai were not exempted from these levies as 
against long held tradition in Kano. Some sources have however attributed the movement 
to two factors: migrations due to drought and famine and the intrigue of some wealthy 
businessmen who escaped taxation.55 Fika notes that “It would be fair to conclude that by 
the end of the eighteen century, the taxes and other imports in Kasar Kano were onerous 
and many in numbers, besides many of them being illegal in Muslim Law”.56 
 
Kano also did not exist in isolation but was much involved with its neighbouring city 
state’s law and order, protection of trade, and industry. It was a time when the danger of 
attacks from neighbouring states like Gobir, Katsina, and Zazzau (Zaria) was inevitable. 
Hence, it was always on alert to the fend off of any such threats. It is reported that on 
occasion, Kano had to pay tribute to Kebbawa, Kororofa, and Borno. The payment to 
Borno lasted until the Jihâd.57 On the eve of the Jihâd ‘Uthman Dan Fodio claimed that 
the “rulers of Kano and Hausaland at large were, by the turn of the nineteenth century, 
not only guilty of practices considered illegal especially in regard to taxation, but they 
were also prone to luxurious living, abusing the Islamic legal processes by taking bribes, 
                                                 
54 See J. B. Webster and A. A. Boahen, The Growth of African Civilization: The Revolutionary Years in 
West Africa Since 1800, (Norfolk, Longman, 1967): p. 65. 
55 Van C Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 8. 
56 M. A. Fika, The Kano Civil War and British Over-rule 1882-1940, 13, See also Kasar Kano, p. 13. 
57 Kano Gazetteer, Gowers, 10, Kasar Kano, p. 14. 
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intimidation and relapsing into un-Islamic judicial decisions”.58 The Jihâd was therefore 
claimed to be a war against nominal believers, not unbelievers, for self purification. “It 
was a movement at Kano for the reformation of the prevailing faith, corrupted as the 
reformers truly alleged by superstitious customs and practices. However, like most 
religious risings which succeed by force of arms, the economic and political motivation 
for the war added to the religious motive would be hard to deny.”59 
 
6.2.2 Kano, After the Jihâd 
 
As narrated by the SUM-CRC research team, the forty-second king, and the last Hausa, 
Mohammad Alwali (1781-1806) refused to submit to Fulani domination. This resulted in 
severe confrontation, the final battle for Kano which lasted for three days. When it 
became obvious to Alwali that the resistance put up would not succeed in the face of a 
superior power, he fled to Zaria, but was not welcome so he went on to Burumburum 
where he was captured and killed (1806). His defeat was made possible because “The 
greater part of the Habe (non Fulani, in this context Hausa) army had no cause to fight 
for, as the Habe were themselves not against Islam or reform.”60 Now with a vacant 
throne following the defeat, ‘Uthman appointed the most learned from among the four 
clans that had played a role in the Jihâd, Suleiman B. Abahama (1806-1819) to become 
the first Fulani emir of Kano. Kano was henceforth designated a constituent emirate of 
the Sokoto Caliphate, the polity that was established as a result of the Jihâd. Described as 
‘an unworldly scholar’ without ‘the personality that leadership demands,’ Suleiman is 
said to have lived simply, remaining poor throughout his reign,  devoting more of his 
time and energy to scholarship than being a vigorous leader. His simplicity was 
demonstrated by his refusal to enter Gidan Rumfa (King’s house) as well as supporting 
himself by farming. Obaro Ikime affirms that: 
 
The new governments were simple, and they sought to win the respect and 
support of the people through religion, through fear of God and not by apparent 
                                                 
58 M. A. Fika, The Kano Civil War and British Over-rule 1882-1940, 15. see also Kasar Kano, p. 15. 
59 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 9. 
60 S. J. Hogben, An Introduction to the History of the Islamic States of Northern Nigeria, p. 106. 
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show of power. But attempts to use Islam as the basic ideology for a wider unity 
failed.61  
 
Because not all the Hausa people were Muslim or interested in scholarship, nor was there 
uniformity in religious practice even among the clans that were involved in the Jihâd, 
about five different mosques were built to serve different factions.62 Suleiman’s ascetic 
and simple lifestyle was the opposite to the elaborate system of pomp and self indulgent 
rule of the former Hausa Kings. The Hausa system, although elaborate, was liked by the 
Hausa rulers. Hence “successive rulers, finding the relatively simple Fulani system 
inadequate to rule the multiethnic and pluralistic society, adopted much of the former 
Hausa system in order to break the political impasse within the ruling groups.” The 
former Hausa system which elicited respect, fear and obedience had become the accepted 
manner of rule: 
 
A ruler should be surrounded with pomp and pageantry so as to instill fear and 
evoke respect. The resources of the land should be centered around him and these 
could be disbursed to maintain the loyalty of the subordinates.63  
 
The emirs therefore reverted to this system after Suleiman's simple and peaceful rule. 
Suleiman, who was from the Modibawa clan, was very involved with the Mallam class of 
the day. This involved reading the Qur’n in the city and sometimes in the surrounding 
towns. He is said to have come in contact with one Mallam Yahaya64 who seemed to 
have been appointed as one of the court mallams by Suleiman. Suleiman is said to have 
given his daughter to Yahaya as wife thereby further strengthening the relationship. It is 
likely that the marriage was arranged as a deliberate attempt to maintain Yahaya’s 
allegiance as postulated by Mallam Yahaya dan Gajigi since Yahaya was thought to be 
the leader of the Tsakuwar Dal or Garko area of Kano territory.65 Mallam Hamza who 
played a significant role in Ningi and Kano history in his opposition to Kano and Bauchi 
is a direct offspring of this marriage. Jibo, and others as we shall see, refer to Yahaya as 
                                                 
61 O. Ikime, ed. Ground Work of Nigerian History (Lagos: Historical Society of Nigeria, 1980): p. 325. 
62 The five Mosques were Yolawa, Wudilawa, Dambazawa, Jalli, and Galadanchi. J. N. Paden, Religion 
and Political Culture in Kano, p. 50. 
63 O. Ikime, ed. Ground Work of Nigerian History, p. 326. 
64 A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, p. 129. 
65 G. W. G. Jibo, An Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria 1830-1902, p. 5. 
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an sw martyr and Hamza as the forerunner of the sw group of people. Suleiman is 
said to have named Ibrahim Dabo (1819-45) as his successor before his death in 1819.66    
 
The emergence of Dabo from the Sullubawa clan as the Galadima67 before he became 
emir met stiffed resistance from Sani, Suleiman’s brother, whom Dabo made Galadima, 
as he (Sani) wanted to be the emir. It took about three years before Dabo consolidated his 
rule. Jibo thinks that Dabo eliminated Yahaya because “he was a Mallam to Suleiman 
and that his a different religion” given Suleiman’s mystic and simple life of scholarship.68 
It is also no secret that Dan Fodio had Sf leanings and wrote a number of works on 
Sfism including Bayan al-bib, Sawq al-siddiqin, and Ihya’al-Sunna that are still in 
use.69 Additionally, It is noted that scholarship in Kano was far from orthodox: 
 
Systematic theology has never been popular in Hausaland, and many Mallam 
have condemned it as leading to Sophism and confusion. Instead of highly 
rational theories of God, the Kano Mallam class has tended to seek direct 
knowledge and communication with God.70  
 
What makes one a mystic is the desire for a personal relationship with God, attained on 
three levels: 
 
1. The common man, a third person relationship with God 
2. An educated person, a second person relationship with God 
3. The last level, First person relationship with God is achieved with training and sort of 
union, Wusuli71 is experienced. 
 
                                                 
66 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 10. 
67 Galadima, is an official title and position and served as the Emir’s principle minister. 
68 See G. W. G. Jibo, An Early History of Jesus Communities, pp. 3-6. 
69 J. N. Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano, p. 67. 
70 Ibid, p. 65. 
71 Wusili means rebirth or union with God. Wyk and Hoga relates that when one attains such a stage, he is 
no longer required to perform the daily prayers. A similar work used among the Sfs in Kano is Faida, 
denoting a “direct emotional knowledge of God or participation in God’s overflowing.” Al-sirr is its Arabic 
equivalent, “meaning the thing which is in the universe and not revealed except to certain people; it 
depends on piety and revealed only by God or closeness of God.” Dan Fodio was known as Qutb indicating 
he was able to reach the highest grade of mysticism nearest to God. See A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, p. 
104. See also van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 11. 
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Suleiman’s educational background and social standing, particularly his relationship with 
Mallam Yahaya distinguished him and paved the way for his ascendancy to the throne. It 
is suggested that his election as an emir was because he was considered the most highly 
educated mallam in Kano, studied with Yahaya and supported him by giving him his 
daughter.72 The same source highlights the difficulty inherent in determining Suleiman 
and Yahaya’ mystical orientation, including the purported factor that led to Yahaya’s 
demise and the role that Hamza, Yahaya’s son, played subsequently. Having 
acknowledged the uncertainty of the extent to which these men were affected by 
mysticism, it is asserted without any ambiguity that Yahaya was a powerful leader under 
Suleiman, the more reason that he would be affected by Sani’s rebellion, suggesting then 
that Yahaya’s demise was not due to religious reasons but political. After his demise, 
Yahaya’s son Hamza followed in his footsteps of scholarship and teaching at Tsakuwa 
south east of Kano.73 
 
To be able to consolidate his rule, the new emir, Ibrahim Dabo reorganized the Tara ta 
Kano (Kano Nine Council) including adding and reviving previous Hausa positions. The 
emir had the sole responsibility of conferring these positions and titles and no one was 
removed without the consent of Sokoto. The reorganization did not only assure the 
retaining and transfer of power but it also put a strain on the tax system that had been 
used by Suleiman. As long as Dabo was raiding towns there was extra income from 
slaves and oil spoil. Dabo died in 1845, and Usuman, his eldest son succeeded him as 
Emir. Usuman was called a learned and good and generous man, peace loving, and 
merciful. The indication that the Kano Government was hard pressed for financial 
resources at this time due to inflation74 led to the introduction of new taxes. According to 
Heinrich Barth who visited Kano in 1851, some of the taxes were what he translated as 
“ground rent,” in which every head of family paid two thousand five hundred cowries 
annually, kudin karofi (tax on dye pits), kudin fito (import-export duties), and kudin cafi 
(tax on vegetables produce).75  
                                                 
72 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 11. 
73 Ibid 
74 B. M. Barkindo ed. Studies in the History of Kano (Kano: Bayero University, no date): p. 120. 
75 Ibid, p. 120.  
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Although it was uncommon and not customary in Kano then to tax the Islamic scholars or 
mallams, Usuman arbitrary began to impose tax on them, breaking a long held tradition 
in operation since the fifteenth century.76 In contrast, the Kano Chronicle says of 
Usuman: “in his time Mallams obtained great honor-among them, Mallam Ba-abseni and 
others.”77 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga suggest that “it may be that some were not taxed but 
others, those involved in business for example, were taxed. This is what appears to have 
happened because Mallam Hamza, the first Fulani emir’s grandson, was taxed.”78  
Studies in the History of Kano has this to say about Mallam Hamza. 
 
6.2.2.1 Mallam Hamza 
 
The first reference to Mallam Hamza was that he was a wealthy mallam, thanks to a 
dyeing industry and a large farm worked by his slaves and the large body of students 
which he maintained. Apart from being a business tycoon of Tsakuwa, he is described 
further as a renowned scholar and a great magician and was also a Fulani related to the 
former emir. His exploits as a magician is legendary in oral traditions. His wealth 
attracted the searchlight of the Kano authorities in his direction. Assessed for kharaj (land 
tax), a jakada (tax collector) was sent to extract the land tax from him. The tax collector 
is said to have left in amazement without collecting the said tax due to Mallam Hamza’s 
magical display. He is said to have thrown his buzu79 into the air where it stayed 
suspended while he jumped on and sat on it. He is reported to have told the jakada to 
scrape off the land on which the authorities levied the taxes and leave God’s land that 
was free for everybody, put in some sources as “take away what belong to the Emir and 
                                                 
76 B. M. Barkindo attributes the influx of Islamic religious leaders to Kano due to this practice of exempting 
Mallams from taxes. Few of them were said to be taxed in the past but were usually exempted from tax 
assessments. Ibid. 
77 J. A. Burdon, Northern Nigeria Historical Notes on Certain Emirates and Tribes (London: Gregg 
International Pub. Ltd. 1972): p. 43. 
78 van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 13. 
79 Buzu, sheep skin used for prayers. The sw use it to sit on while reading the Qur’n and praying. Every 
adult worshiper brings his to the morning prayers and takes it home when he leaves. Van C. Wyk and H. 
Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 13. 
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leave what belongs to God”.80 However as the story goes, it is clear that Hamza did not 
pay the tax that was required of all land owners for obvious reasons which might have 
included its lack of Qur’nic base, its unconventionality, and its political implication. 
More so, Mallam Hamza was one of those mallams who had to fend for themselves 
unlike those who had the support of the ruling class, usually Fulani. Another tradition 
relates that the emir’s son made unfair demands on him, taking his sheep that was set 
aside for sacrifice.81 Whatever his excuses, Hamza’s refusal to pay the tax as demanded 
by the authorities infuriated Emir Usuman who immediately demanded that he left Kano 
Emirate. Ian Linden records that the Galadima Abdullahi was the one to deal with Hamza 
and ordered to have him and his followers (students) brought to Kano. Both orders may 
have been given,82 in any case Hamza left Tsakuwa and moved east to the fringes of 
Kano and Bauchi Emirates to Duwa, a small town in Bauchi territory. The area Chief, 
Sarkin Mara, Dan Daura, was said to have allowed him to stay over the objection of the 
Emir of Bauchi, Ibrahim. Hamza subsequently was said to have moved with all his slaves 
and students as well as a number of mallams. Edgar names four mallams from the 
Tsakuwa School that accompanied Hamza.83 Jibo cites an assessment report on the Ningi 
district, 1914 by J. F. J. Fitz-Patrick that indicates that up to fifteen mallams fled along 
with Hamza. They included Amadu, Musa Mazau, Ba’au, Haruna, Dan Maje, Ci Gero, 
Jibrin, Ishaku, Musa and sa. The general disillusionment with Kano rule or with lack of 
control over the abuses of the ruling families in Kano is said to have been responsible, for 
Tsakuwa’s accommodation of Hadejia’s troops in revolt against Kano two years later.84 
Mallam Hamza is believed to have been sixty years old when he fled to Duwa.85 
 
                                                 
80 See F. Edgar, Labarun Hausawa da Makwabtansu (Zaria: A.B.U. Occasional Paper, 1974) v. 1. Also see 
I. Abubakar, kano ta Dabo Cigari (Zaria: Northern Nigeria Pub. Co. Ltd., 1978): p. 47. There is a 
discrepancy about time. While this is said to have been recorded as happening in Kano during the reign of 
Abdullahi, Ian Linden confirmed the earlier date. See I. Linden, “Between Two Religions of the Book c 
1846-1920,” in E. Isichei ed., Varieties of Christian Experience in Nigeria, (London: Macmillan Press, 
1982): p. 81. 
81 B. M. Barkindo, Studies in the History of Kano, p. 122 ff. See also A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, p. 
170. 
82 See I. Linden, The sw Mallams c. 1850-1919: Some Problems in the Religious History of Northern 
Nigeria, p. 18. 
83 See F. Edgar, Hausawa da Makwabtansu, v.1, pp. 52-4. 
84 I. Linden, Between Two religions of the Book,  p. 81. 
85 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 14. 
 337
His alleged magical acts (sihr)86 enabled him to rally the hill people around him, even 
though the hill people had an agreement with Kano and Bauchi and were subject to the 
jizya payment for protection from the Muslim States.  Apart from his ability to sit on 
suspended mat, resurrect fried ants,87 suspend a piece of paper in the air, make charms 
that protected people in battle, and was even believed to raise people from the dead, 
among many other occurences,88 Patton adds that he could stretch his tongue around his 
head like a turban; or stretch his leg to the length of two spears and bring them back to 
normal size.89 Dean S. Gilliland also adds that his magical power enabled him to fly 
around the city of Kano like a carpet and taunt his enemies from above. Beside, his tender 
care for the poor and for slaves who were hiding from their masters coupled with his 
preaching on the glory of their ancestors and condemnation to these agents of change 
endeared him to the hill people.90 They also had the additional impetus to rally around 
him as he promised them freedom from the jizya that had been imposed upon them. A 
Bauchi court chronicler wrote that his rallying cry to the hill people was ‘follow me and I 
will save you from the service of these tyrant Fulanis who use you and ask you for what 
you cannot do.’91 Following a dispute over cattle, Hamza mobilized his men and led a 
defensive action against Sarki Dan Daura at Duwa in which Daura was killed. His 
popularity rose among the hill people as the victory cemented his leadership role among 
them. That Hamza’s action was a Jihâd for reform, or renewal as suggested in some 
                                                 
86 Sihr (a limited form of magic) was practiced at the time of Muhammad. Fihrist, literature of magic, got 
underway in written form between 987-1010 A. D. B. D. MacDonald has identified two types of Sihr: licit 
and illicit. The licit is regarded as the praiseworthy method in which the magicians are said to have the 
ability to constrain the spirits to be obedient and humble to God. The illicit is regarded as the blameworthy 
method where the magicians are said to have used offerings, evil deeds, forbidden acts, talisman, 
divination, and deception to enslave the spirits. Mallam Hamza is suspected of having used the illicit sihr to 
draw his followership among the mountainous tribes. See van C. Wyk and H. Hoga “The sw Disciples 
of Jesus…” p. 14. See also A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, pp. 165-7. 
87 How the ants were resurrected and how he used that to gain the confidence of the hill people is 
elaborated upon by Patton. Patton says he would have someone to kill the ants, place them in baskets and 
have them brought to him. “Do you believe that they died?", he would asked. While repeating incantations 
with the appropriate instructions, he would blow over the ants and they would come to life again. He would 
tell the people “even if the Fulani kill you, that is how I will return your lives”, or he would say “nobody 
will ever be able to defeat you so long as I am amongst you”. A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, pp. 158-9, 
See also G. W. G. Jibo, An Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria c. 1830-1902, p. 8; I. 
Linden quotes a similar tradition that he would collect specifically black ants and fried them after which he 
would add grain chaff and they would come back to life. See I. Linden, “The sw Mallams…”,  P. 20. 
88 Ibid. 
89 A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom…, pp. 158-9. 
90 D. S. Gilliland, African Religion Meets Islam…, p. 7. 
91 Quoted in J. A. Idowu, Jesus in the Qur’n: A Northern Nigerian Case Study…, p. 30. 
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quarters has been questioned in others. It is rather seen as a rebellion that had economic 
and political roots. Tradition however indicates that prayers and the Qur’n besides his 
magical power contributed to the success of military strategy.92 According to tradition, 
Mallam Hamza is said to have disappeared in a battle with the Emir Ibrahim of Bauchi 
around 1849.93 Barkindo asserts that he was killed in the Duwa’s battle in 1855.94 The 
organization that Hamza founded survived after his death. Although it suffered some 
setbacks following his demise, the tribes reorganized under Hamza’s followers and 
became more formidable joining the non-Muslim population on the Ningi Mountains. 
Together, they continued to oppose Kano, Bauchi and Zaria up to the time of the British 
occupation.95 
 
6.2.2.2 The Link Between Hamza and Mallam Ibrahim 
 
In perusing the written histories of the sw movement, many authors, including 
renowned authors like Walter R. S. Miller, Crampton, and Ayandele, among others, see a 
connection between Mallam Hamza and Mallam Ibrahim. While Miller, Crampton as 
well as Ayandele understood Mallam Hamza to be a successor of Mallam Ibrahim, 
having fled to Ningi with some of the scattered followers of Mallam Ibrahim following 
his execution in Kano,96 others see Mallam Ibrahim as a successor to Mallam Hamza.97  
                                                 
92 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 14. 
93 Ibid. 
94 B. M. Barkindo, ed. Studies in the History of Kano, p. 123.  
95 Ibid. 
96 See, W. R. S. Miller, Reflection of a Pioneer… p. 129ff; E. P. T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern 
Nigeria p. 130 and E. A. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria…, p. 150. 
97 For example, D. S. Gilliland in his words asserts that “while Hamza is something of an ancestor figure, 
the successor to Hamza is a person of quite reliable history. This is Ibrahim. Ibrahim brought shape and 
style to the movement.” See Gilliland, Principles of the Christian Approach to an African-based Islamic 
Society, p. 7. In G. W. G. Jibo’s Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria, he disputes any 
attempt at separating Ibrahim and Hamza. He insists that because both were born in Gogel and Tsakuwa 
respectively, they grew up together and schooled together. Although both of them grew up together, he 
maintains that since Hamza was Ibrahim’s senior, he should be seen as a fore-runner of Mallam Ibrahim. In 
fact he maintains that the sw religion which he called Bani Isra’ila came to Kano long before both 
Hamza and Ibrahim respectively. According to him, the coming of Arab traders to Kano from time 
immemorial led to the emanation of two religions, Islam and the religion of Bani Isra’ila, both of which 
were based on the Qur’n. He maintains that the man responsible for bringing this religion to Kano was an 
Egyptian named Mallam Abdul Jalalu, who settled at Tudun Madabo, east of Gwauron Dutse, inside the 
city. Accordingly, Mallam Hamza was therefore brought up by his father, Mallam Yahaya in the tradition 
of Bani Isra’ila as he was said to have studied in one of the Bani-Isra’ila schools at Tsakuwa, Kano where 
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This misinterpretation was due to a mistake in chronology by the said authors. They 
placed the death of Mallam Ibrahim at Kano first and the foundation of Ningi afterwards. 
This order should be reversed.  Placing these events in time close to the twentieth century 
is very misleading. This misunderstanding has been addressed by the research team of the 
SUM-CRC Nigeria. According to them the Hamza tradition as well as Ibrahim’s religious 
movement must be interpreted in the light of their historical, sociological, and political 
context. In line with Patton and Linden, among others, who deny this chronology as 
misleading,98 they conclude that these two movements are fundamentally different, each 
with a different history, motivation, and goal and religious practice.99 They assert that 
“they can only be associated in so far as Ibrahim and Hamza had contact in Tsakuwa at 
the Qur’nic school before Hamza was forced to flee to Ningi, and in so far as their 
followers crossed paths when Ibrahim’s followers fled from Kano to Ningi.”100 They 
enumerate four reasons in favour of a more distant connection between Hamza and 
Ibrahim than what most people think.101 
 
First, Hamza was the grandson of Suleiman, the first Fulani emir whose uncle, Sani 
opposed Ibrahim Dabo. He refused to pay taxes in spite of his wealth because he felt it 
was contrary to convention to tax Qur’nic mallams, himself included. Given his 
background, his refusal to pay could be interpreted as an opportunity to publicly display 
his insubordination to Kano rule having regarded it as oppressive. Throughout his adult 
life, he set himself up as a rival to Kano rule and became powerful enough to be seen as a 
threat and object of concern to both Kano and Sokoto respectively.  
 
Second, Mallam Ibrahim, the founder of the sw people, had very little to do with 
Mallam Hamza. Mallam Ibrahim held from Garki in the Soba area of Zaria. He went to 
                                                                                                                                                 
Ibrahim later met him. See G. W. G. Jibo, Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria, pp. 3, 
22. 
98 See A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom p. 153 and I. Linden, “The sw Mallams”, p. 7. 
99 Mallam Hamza’s use of magic and tactics coupled with his declaration of himself as the Mahdi amonth 
other things set him apart. “Instead of prayers at 2pm he would pray at noon. He would begin the fast on 
the 15th of Ramadan, then he would celebrate the Salla. The Sallan Lahiya he would hold on the 7th Aulhaji. 
The Friday prayers they would perform in the morning, and again at noon. They read no books save only 
the Alkoran.” Notes on Yantuba Katsina District Zarprof C 4013 National Archives, Kaduna. 
100 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 16. 
101 Ibid, pp. 16-18. 
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Tsakuwa to study after which he is said to have moved to Gogel where he studied under 
Mallam Dodo.102 It is suggested that the connection is that they both may have been 
involved with the Qur’nic school at Tsakuwa.103  W. R. S. Miller (CMS missionary, 
Zaria, 1903-1926) has a different order of events at Ningi and Kano than what is 
assumed. He notes that while Mallam Hamza left for Ningi in 1845, the event in Kano 
did not occur until 1867.104 According to myth, Mallam Hamza disappeared in a losing 
confrontation with Bauchi ca. 1849 and Patton maintains that Mallam Ibrahim is said to 
have known about Mallam Hamza’s death in ca. 1849, while still in Kano.105 It was only 
after Mallam Ibrahim’s execution in 1867 that his followers fled Kano to places where 
they could find security; some went to Gumel and Hadejia, both towns like Ningi were in 
opposition to Kano, some went to Ningi but most went to other places that put them out 
of the reach of Kano. There can be no doubt that Hamza preceded Ibrahim as one of the 
pioneer founders of Ningi which later provided shelter for the scattered sw from Kano 
after the impaling of Mallam Ibrahim.106 Additionally, Ibrahim’s followers were not 
militant. They suggest that they were ‘so only in so far as they were drawn into 
opposition or were seen as militant by association with the towns in which they sought 
refuge.’ Their pacifism is said to have come to bear when Mallam Ibrahim and his 
followers were attacked in Kano. Instead of responding with violence as his followers 
                                                 
102 Mallam Dodo was also referred to as Mallam Dingo. Oral tradition reveals that Mallam Ibrahim made 
three requests “1. Be patient with the questions I will put to you. 2. Do not hide the meaning of the reading 
we will do. 3. Promise me you will teach me the Qur’n from the beginning to the end.” Van C. Wyk and 
H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 16.  
103 Mallam Hamza and Ibrahim are said to have studied under the same teacher, says another oral source. 
Their teacher was one Ali Babarbare, a slave bought by Hamza’s father and described as a learned man 
who knew the Qur’n well.  See A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom…, p. 129. Patton throws more light on the 
nature of the Qur’nic school at Tsakuwa, Kano. He states that the Qur’n was only the first, there were 
other courses. There were photocopies of commentaries and books on the science of interpretations; the 
fiqh consisted of jurisprudence; the tawhid, the science of the oneness of God; the hadth, the study of the 
traditions of the prophets; the tarikh, the history and obviously, Arabic grammar and syntax. Other 
interested books were hayyat al-Islam, a basic work on the prophet, revelation etc. These works were 
copies from text brought across the Sahara by caravans from Egypt and various areas of North Africa as 
books were not printed in Kano. Whether Hamza and Ibrahim studied all these texts is not known. A. 
Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom…, pp.216ff. 
104 Ibid, p. 153. 
105 Ibid, p. 213. 
106 Jibo however is of the opinion that Hamza died before his community moved to Ningi. See G. W. G. 
Jibo, Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria, p. 17. 
  
 
 341
wanted to in self defence, he is reported to have said: “put down your swords, our 
religion is one of peace not war.”   
Third, they see this position supported by other writers like Linden, Crampton and Patton. 
Their assessments of Hamza’s religious practice make the connection suspect. Linden in 
The sw Mallams, calls the Hamza and Ibrahim connection “circumstantial at best”. 
Although he acknowledges a connection with Hamza’s followers, he is of the opinion 
that that “from the stand point of religious practice there seems to be no connection 
between Ningi Islam and sw sect”. Further, he quotes colonial government report of 
the 1920s107 which although he ridicules as “British hunt-the-Mahdist Literature” for its 
placement of “Yantuba Sect of Mohammadans” at Ningi. The same literature is said to 
make a distinction between Yantuba (Mahadiya) and Salihawa (Kadariya/Tijaniya) 
placing Salihawa (Yanstire/sw) outside of Mahdist beliefs. Crampton in Christianity 
in Northern Nigeria quotes Adell Patton as adding that although Ibrahim and Hamza 
were friends, Mallam Hamza’s unorthodoxy did not include his ascribing to Jesus any 
primacy over Mohammad. 
 
Fourth, there is a close connection between that sw in Zaria and the Ningi people. 
They have a similar history in that their leaders, Mallam Ibrahim and Mallam Adamu 
both suffered the death of a blasphemer and heretic. Mallam Adamu was also impaled in 
Ningi in the same way Mallam Ibrahim was in Kano when Dan Maje took the leadership 
by force. At the time, the same followers of Ibrahim who had taken refuge in Ningi had 
to flee too. While both suffered similar persecution, the religion of Ningi is said to be 
close to but not that of the sw. Because the few who have written about the sw had 
no clue about this connection, they were unable to make any distinction between the two, 
having received their information from these same refugees. It is said that the “The 
history of the sw is essentially one of flight, from Kano, from Tsakuwa and from 
Ningi” and continues to this day.108 Linden asserts that “But from the viewpoint of state 
                                                 
107 Zarprof  204 c. 4013, np. 
108 The story of an sw group who moved in to Taura was related to the SUM-CRC Nigeria research team 
by Damina, the pastor in charged of ECWA Taura. They had fled from their former village because the 
Local Government tried to force them to send their children to attend the Local Government School. SUM-
CRC Nigeria field notes, trip to Taura, 23.10.1996. 
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Islam this quietism that took the sw beyond the pale of the central Muslim doctrines 
and beliefs made them as damnable as the aggressive Ningi rebels”.109 
 
6.3 Mallam Ibrahim and sw History 
 
Both oral and written sources agree that Mallam Ibrahim is the founder of the sw 
movement. His birth place is said to be at Kargi, Soba area, Zaria at the turn of the 19th 
century. Although born to a humble peasant family, typical of Zazzau Emirate then, he 
had the opportunity to study in Tsakuwa110 south east of Kano. Tsakuwa is the same town 
and probably the same Qur’nic school that Mallam Hamza of Ningi also attended. 
Mallam Ibrahim is said to have married at Tsakuwa, before he later moved to Gogel, east 
of Tsakuwa to read the Qur’n with Mallam Dodo around 1835.111 At Tsakuwa, Mallam 
Ibrahim’s spiritual longing deepened which most likely facilitated his movement to 
Gogel in search of answers to his spiritual questions that were probably left unanswered 
or possibly not to his satisfaction. Being on a specific mission known to his family, it is 
reported that on his return his father, Limanin Kargi,112 anxiously enquired: yar 
Tsunsuwa (nickname: young bird) ka samo abinda ka je nema? (Did you find what you 
went to look for?) “Yes, God gave it to me”. His father probed further to hear the 
interpretation (tafsr). After listening to the interpretation, his father was convinced that 
he had received it but said amma mutum zai yi maka ajali (But men will cause your end). 
Ibrahim answered in the affirmative that this he already knew.113 From Gogel he went to 
Kano during the reign of Emir Usuman114 who happened to have built a house including 
                                                 
109 I. Linden, “The sw Mallams…,” p. 21. 
110 Clapperton who visited the area in 1823 described Tsakuwa as walled town. A. Patton, The Ningi 
Chiefdom…, p. 112. 
111 E. Isichei, ed., Varieties of Christian Experience in Nigeria, p. 78. However, a document in the SUM-
CRC Nigeria office quotes one Mallam Dan Zomo that another tradition says God brought him to Illallh 
(a sacred place) where he saw a teacher who taught him everything in the Qur’n from the beginning to the 
end. Interview with Mallam Dan Zomo, 19.02.74. 
112 Interview with Mallam Musa, Ningi, 04.12.96. Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of 
Jesus…” p. 19.  
113 Interview with Mallam Bala, 11.01.09. 
114 There is another tradition referred to in the document found in SUM-CRC Nigeria office file in which it 
is stated that Mallam Ibrahim was taught by Mallam Babarbare in Kano. Mallam Barbabare is said to have 
died along with Ibrahim at the time he was killed. Interview with Ibrahim and Jitari, leaders at mallamawa 
(Palgore), 20.09.96 & 18.10.96. They believe the Gogel tradition to be more reliable. Van C. Wyk and H. 
Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 19.  
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owning a farm at Gogel.115 Emir Usuman most probably became familiar with Mallam 
Ibrahim or Mallam Dodo in the course of his interactions and emirial role at Gogel. It is 
alluded to that Mallam Ibrahim was apparently called to Kano by Emir Usuman after the 
emir settled a dispute among the mallams that seems to have pitted mallams Ibrahim and 
Hamza in opposite directions.116 
 
On his arrival at Kano, Mallam Ibrahim was made a court mallam under Emir Usuman in 
1846. He continued as a court mallam and in the process attracted adherents and gained 
rapport. He increasingly became controversial due to some of his alleged unusual 
religious viewpoints and practices. The first controversy that was openly challenged was 
said to be his prayer for the dead. When it was seen that Mallam Ibrahim’s prayers for the 
dead were very unusual,117 the other mallams complained and Mallam Ibrahim was called 
before Usuman the emir. His appearance before the emir led to another controversy due 
to his physical appearance. His appearance in riga, hat, turban, his sword, spear, and 
shoes on his feet was either misunderstood or deliberately misinterpreted by his fellow 
mallams who were actually looking for an opportunity to nail him. His attire and other 
items carried were seen as proofs to his rebellious ambition. However, on sighting him, 
the emir was said to have rather spoken approvingly of him by saying “this man is a help 
to religion”.118 Ian Linden supports the point following some traditions that Mallam 
Ibrahim’s action brought about his own downfall for actually seeking rebellion. He also 
sees his wearing of the aforesaid items as an indication of a man seeking “sarauta” 
(leadership). He alleges that apart from being turbaned, he later may have become an 
over ambitious courtier.119 He says that his demise came not only as a result of his over 
ambitiousness but that “they met for wa’azi, everyone with his shoes for example, or his 
battle axe, his sword, or his spear. They were leaned up against the porch wall just like 
                                                 
115 J. A. Burdon, Northern Nigeria Historical Notes, p. 43. 
116 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 19. 
117 He is said to have faced away from the body while saying the prayers leaving the body behind him. The 
body was placed in certain position depending on his assessment of the spiritual standing of the deceased. 
The placement indicated whether the person was seen as evil and therefore destined for punishment or seen 
as good destined for salvation. His practice was considered heretical by the Emir which added to his 
problem. Notes on Yantuba, Masu Kaman Kirji, Digawa and Salihawa or Yantsare. District Officer report, 
1927, Katsina Division Zarprof c. 4013, Kaduna Archives, Kaduna. 
118 E. Isichei, Ed. Varieties of Christian Experience in Nigeria, p. 82. 
119 I. Linden, “Between Two Religions of the Book…,” p. 82. 
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the prophet Moses used to do. They said they were collecting arms to take over the 
town.”120  Jibo says their carrying arms was for self defense due to their unconventional 
exegesis.121 It would appear that they used to move with their Aya Tara (nine items), a 
term we will return to below. Despite the controversy which were initially dismissed or 
ignored by the emir, Mallam Ibrahim continued to hold sway within the palace because 
of his spiritual audacity. He continued to read the Qur’n with the Galadima Abdullahi, 
the emir’s brother. When the emir died in 1855, Abdullahi relied on Ibrahim for spiritual 
counsel. He asked him to pray for him that he may become the emir and promised to 
follow the religion of God. When Abdullahi (1855-83) was made the emir he continued 
to study with Mallam Ibrahim. Mallam Ibrahim’s growing influence over the emir further 
infuriated his fellow mallams who began to trump up false charges (gulma: speak 
maliciously) against him to the Sarkin Musulmi (Sultan of Sokoto) on three separate 
occasions. The charges were that Mallam Ibrahim influenced the Emir of Kano to 
undermine or rebel against the authority of Sokoto. Further, he was accused of amassing 
arms in order to rebel against the Emir of Kano with the aim of taking over Kano. Miller 
describes him as a religious martyr owing to his religious convictions.122 Ayandele 
opined that the emir was uncomfortable with his alleged anti-state prediction that at a 
near future Christians would conquer Northern Nigeria.123 Patton asserts that several oral 
versions hold that news about Ibrahim’s millennial teachings and his changed physical 
appearance were brought to the attention of the Emir Abdullahi. Aides to Abdullahi 
repeatedly reminded him that Ibrahim did not abide by the regulations of Islam in regard 
to ablutions and the daily prayers as the rest of the Muslims. Some said his teaching 
about `s/Jesus and Muhammad was strange and un-Islamic and therefore warranted 
death.124 Some linked him to the “Nazarite”– a special group who promised to speak the 
truth and swore never to shave – because he allegedly kept a tassle of hair on his head. As 
stated, Abdullahi found it difficult to believe at first the charges against Ibrahim, but the 
                                                 
120 Ibid, pp. 82-83. 
121 G. W. G. Jibo, An Early History of Jesus Community in Northern Nigeria…, p. 69. 
122 W. R. S. Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer…, p. 107, and An Autobiography… p. 78. 
123 E. A. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact…, p. 150.  
124 See E. P. T. Crampton for example, Christianity in Northern Nigeria, p. 130. 
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continued nudging of other advisers finally persuaded him to punish Ibrahim.125 
Whatever the reason, the Emir Abdullahi was said to have been unconvinced by these 
charges but was persuaded to take action or he would forfeit his pledged bride as the 
Sarkin Musulmi was said to have prevented his daughter who had been promised to 
Abdullahi from entering Kano, keeping her in the outskirts until Abdullahi had dealt with 
Mallam Ibrahim. The Sultan’s daughter was pledged to him on the condition that she 
would only enter Kano after Ibrahim had been eliminated. He fell into the trap and began 
to find fault with Ibrahim by all means. He began to accuse him of planning to 
overthrown him and that his men were amassing weapons for the purpose as gossiped.  
Ian Linden alludes to this threat with different emphasis. He comments that his execution 
in the twelfth year of Abdullahi’s reign in 1867 provides another clue as it coincided with 
the Ningawa126 raid on the Kano emirate. Because he was associated with the Tsakuwa 
School from which the Ningi leadership was drawn, he found himself in a uniquely 
vulnerable position. If Emir Abdullahi had toyed with different teachings before, reasons 
of state now dictated a return to Sokoto orthodoxy. Tijaniyya mallams were said to be 
active in the town by this date and the martial character of the followers of Ibrahim must 
have seemed a dangerous threat with the Ningawa outside the city wall.127 Mallam 
Ibrahim was called before Abdullahi and asked if he was planning a rebellion.128 Mallam 
Ibrahim denied it but left his fate in the emir’s hands. The emir condemned Ibrahim and 
his followers.129 Although some authors have suggested that the sw seems to have 
                                                 
125 A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, pp. 215-52. G. W. G. Jibo’s attributes Abdullahi’s reluctance to his 
indebtedness to Ibrahim whose prayer was said to have made him Emir after the demise of Usuman. Jibo, 
An Early History of Jesus community in Northern Nigeria, P. 21. 
126 a word with all the power of ‘heretic’ and ‘bandit’; the Bauchi court chronicler called the Ningi people 
‘Kharijite’ and al-liyn, damned. 
127 I. Linden, “Between Two religions of the Book”  p. 23. 
128 A. Patton in The Ningi Chiefdom, p. 215, quotes the following tradition “The Emir called on the 
Mallam, and said: ‘I hear that you are going to rebel? They are telling me that you have got a sword and a 
spear?’ The Mallam replied: ‘No, how can I rebel against you? This sword and spear you see is the faith of 
Islam – it is the saying of God’. The Emir replied further that: ‘I am told that you have a throne (gadon-
sarauta) the inference here is that Ibrahim seeks to overthrow the Emir. ‘Yes I do have one but it is not a 
throne (gado), it is a bed (gado also means bed) for my Qur’n. You can go and take it and compare it with 
yours; and if it looks like yours, you can kill me…’ When it was brought before the Emir, they saw that it 
was a small bed with a skin mat attached to it.”   
129 J. A. Burdon, Northern Nigeria Historical Notes, pp. 43-4. Crampton  in a miscalculated chronology 
as we have seen before asserts that Emir Bello tried to restrain Mallam Ibrahim from responding to his 
charges. If Ibrahim was impaled during the reign of Abdullahi, then Bello came 60 years later. E. P. T. 
Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria p. 130. 
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moved from militancy to quietism,130 evidences show otherwise: they had been pacifists 
from the onset except for in cases of defense. For example, when Ibrahim’s followers 
took up the sword to protect themselves, Mallam Ibrahim said: ‘Tsaya tukuna, wannan 
koyarwa, Allh ne ya aiko ta ba’a ce muyi yaki ba. Wannan  alkawari ne an rubuta tun 
ainihi sunne ake nufi’ (Stop! Let every one wait! These teachings are sent from God, they 
do not teach that we should make war. These (teachings) are the promises written from 
the beginning, they are what is intended).131 He was then taken to the Jakada (Kurmi) 
Market in his white dress and impaled, the death of a heretic and blasphemer in 1867. 
Some of his followers were executed with him. A tradition alludes to a failed attempt at 
convicting Mallam Ibrahim before the said impaling. It is said that he was initially asked 
to wear black, refusal of which would indicate that he was not loyal to the emir. He was 
said to have worn it to their shame as they began to plan for another trap.132 According to 
tradition, when he died, a powerful wind came up which plagued Kano city for three 
days.133 It only stopped immediately his corpse was given a befitting burial as ordered by 
the emir.134 A source says his body was not seen following the storm that plagued the city 
after his execution.135 The wind was seen as an indictment on the emir’s atrocity, having 
executed godly men. A second tradition says Ibrahim was not impaled but strangled by 
those sent by the emir to accompany him to the palace. Put more bluntly, Jibo asserts that 
he was killed by the beating and strangulation of palace counselors who were jealous of 
his popularity within the palace, Abdullahi having ignored their earlier representations.136 
Another tradition says that because the emir impaled him against his wish just to please 
the people, the emir is reported to have become angry when he died saying who will now 
teach us the way? Another tradition alleged that Ibrahim was killed for wearing a “tuntu” 
(a round cap) on his head as also referred to by Ian Linden.137 In “The sw Mallams…” 
                                                 
130 See D. S. Gilliland for example, in Principles of the Christian Approach…, pp. 7ff. 
131 Interview with Mallam Dan Zomo 19.02.74. Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of 
Jesus…” p. 21. 
132 G. W. G. Jibo, “An Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria”, p. 21. 
133 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 21. 
134 G. W. G. Jibo, “An Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria”, p. 21. 
135 CAPRO paper “Practical Questions into the Heart of Every Culture: sw (Digawa) Field”, nd, p. 5. 
136 G. W. G. Jibo, “An Early History of Jesus Communities in Northern Nigeria”, p. 21. 
137 Ibid. Linden widens it by alleging that the sw Mallams were remembered as having tuntu , a top-
knot of hair worn as a sign of divine election, There is no sign of the sw wearing “tuntu” on their heads 
anymore. See I. Linden, “Between Two Religions of the Book…,” p. 84. 
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Ian Linden introduced another factor.  He alleged that Ibrahim was impaled because he 
refused to say more than that ‘there is no God but Allh’, going against the shahdah, 
and insisting that there were many sects in Islam of which the Ningi variety was but 
one.138 Another tradition claims that Mallam Ibrahim escaped death at their hand.139  
However, whatever view argued or alleged, the belief that he was impaled remained the 
most popular and acceptable theory among his followers and others. 
 
It is alleged that the emir ordered that Ibrahim and his followers should be buried and a 
mosque built on the site. Although there has been no certainty as to the location of the 
said mosque, some have suggested that it is the present day mosque located at the east 
end of the Jakada Market.140 There is also a mosque on the west end of the market. 
Mallam Ayuba Ibrahim confirmed that in those days it was a round mosque where 
Mallam Ibrahim’s followers, including the Emir Usuman and Abdullahi probably held 
their Qur’nic reading. The very traditional sw still read the Qur’n in round grass 
roofed buildings.141 
 
6.3.1 The Dispersal of Ibrahim’s Followers 
 
Following Ibrahim's death, Miller states that “a thief had more regard and respect paid to 
him than an sw.”142 Ibrahim’s followers, those fortunate to survive and not jailed, such 
as their leader Mallam Yahaya and other fellows, dispersed along the frontier settlements 
of Kawuri, Kankanki, Turawa, and Gimi all in Kano, Bauchi and Zazzau emirates as 
                                                 
138 I. Linden, “The sw Mallams…,” p. 15. 
139 Field notes, trip to Dutsawa (Jigawa) 25.11.08. Confirmed by G. W. G. Jibo, “An Early History of Jesus 
Communities in Northern Nigeria,” p. 21. It’s been observed that “the two traditions, the denial that 
Ibrahim was executed at all, and the reluctance of the sw to talk about it is rooted in shame, the shame of 
having their founding saint, the example for everyone in terms of following Jesus, executed as a heretic and 
a blasphemer. Further, there is a basic fear of being targeted as being outside of Islam which may lead to 
persecution. Their fear is well grounded, Muslims want to paint the North as one solid block of Muslims.” 
See Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 21. 
140 Interview with Mallam Sule, Mallam Suleiman, Mallam Ayuba etc in Jirgagu and Dutsawa, 25.11.08.   
141 Mallam Ayuba Ibrahim, Interview, Dutsawa, Jigawa, 23.11.08. Agreeing with the SUM-CRC Nigeria 
field notes, trip to Langomi (Gadege) 12.11.96. See Wyk and Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 
22. 
142 W. R. S. Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer…, p. 14. 
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directed by Mallam Ibrahim before his death.143 Some of the descendants of this 
dispersed remnant were later influential in the founding of the Christian community of 
Wusasa as we shall see below. The presence of several sw villages in Gumel and 
Ningi today attest to this fact. Those who went to Ningi fled back to Dan Lawan, Ikara 
and other areas after eighteen years due to persecution. However, there still remains a few 
sw groups in Ningi today. The greater number and some of Mallam Ibrahim’s 
immediate relatives went directly east of Kano to Matsare where there are six sw 
villages today. From Matsare they moved to different places like Batayya, Makangawa 
(Mallam Ibrahim’s relatives live there now, as well as at Matazu), Palgore, and many 
other places.144 From these initial settlements, the sw people continued to establish 
new settlements across nine states in northern Nigeria.145 Since their dispersion, they 
have kept a low profile being a rejected and hunted group. Their fear also led them to 
settle in rural areas away from main roads and other people. Spread out into separate 
communities, some very small, with many miles between their settlements, yet in close 
contact with each other, especially through their leaders. The sw group in Zaria area 
are well known due to an number of researches that have been conducted on them by 
different researchers. Mallam Yahaya who fled the persecution from Ningi as noted 
earlier is considered the pioneering figure of the sw settlement in Zaria. He first 
settled in Kawuri, about 25 miles from Zaria where he ran a small Qur’nic school. 
There, he is said to have predicted to his six students as well as others that some people 
were going to come from the West to teach sw the true religion of Jesus. When it was 
apparent that the British were poised at consolidating their presence in Zaria and in other 
places, he moved to Hadejia to avoid any conflict. His student, Mallam Audu took over 
the leadership of the sw Community. Audu started a school at Kankhanki146 from 
where he is said to have heard preaching about Jesus from either Miller’s people or from 
                                                 
143 He was said to have warned them to flee to the outskirts of Kano for their safety to await the coming of 
people from the West who would teach them the way. W. R. S. Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer…, p. 107. 
144 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga observe that there seems to have been a major movement around 70 years 
ago. As noted, the sw can abandon their settlement for a new one when their interests are at state even 
today. See Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 22. 
145 See Apendix B. The list includes location, estimated population of some of the villages, and the names 
of the leaders of some of the villages. 
146 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 23. 
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Rev. Bargery preaching in Anchau in 1908. This prompted him to contact Miller147 at 
Zaria in 1913.148 This was seen by Miller as a golden and anticipated opportunity. He 
quickly identified them as a group that stood outside of Islam. He wrote to Goldsmith: 
“There are many yet unreached by Christianity in the Provinces who, holding to the 
teaching of Mallam Ibrahim, are outside the pale of Islam; some in the villages from 
Kankhanki right on to Ningi, one or two in the neighborhood of Rogue and some in Kano 
itself, the city.”149 Miller’s congregation soon became the first Hausa congregation in 
Northern Nigeria. This little Church had some impact on the sw people despite emirial 
and colonial administration’s restriction on direct evangelism as they often came to 
Miller and the few Christians to learn more about Jesus. Miller diversified his strategies 
by opening a school at Gimi when he discovered that some of them were hesitant to come 
to his hospital for fear that he would drink their blood since modern medical practice was 
new and strange to them. Although plagued by many challenges, Gimi became the place 
where some of the most prominent first generation of Nigerian elites (sw converts to 
Christianity) received their training.150 
 
 
                                                 
147 W. R. D. Miller was born in Devonshire to a puritan family in 1872. He arrived Nigeria in 1899, and 
together with Bishop Tugwell and others, they travelled to Zaria and Kano in 1900. Miller began his work 
at Girku area in 1903 before he relocated to Zaria in March 1905 having been invited by the Emir and with 
Lugard’s permission. See J. H. Boer, Missionary Messengers of Libration in a Colonial Context, p. 502. 
Against Miller’s wish, the mission later moved from Zaria city to Wusasa in 1929. Instead of starting at 
Wusasa, Miller proceeded to Kano in 1929 for another pioneering CMS work there 1929. Six years later, 
he retired and passed away at Bukuru in 1952. Ayandele says “His interest in the evangelization of 
Hausaland dated back to 1893. In Tripoli, even before he knew the Fulani, he had believed that they were 
the worst oppressors and the largest slave-raiders in the world, a conviction which neither old age nor fifty-
two years sojourn in Northern Nigeria made him modify.” E. A. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on 
Modern Nigeria, p. 127. His knowledge of the Hausa language made it possible for him to translate most of 
the Bible into Hausa (completed in 1932) with the help of Mallam J.T. Umaru, Mallam P.A Yusufu, and 
Mallam Fate, the first Hausa convert in Zaria. He  is said to have always wore Hausa dress. Van C. Wyk 
and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…,” p. 23. See also M. Gaiya, “Walter Richard Samuel Miller 
1872-1952”, in www.dacb.org. Accessed on 17.02.08. 
148 See W. R. S. Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer, p. 106. Miller’s compound in Zaria was known as 
Durumin Mai-Garke. Being the first missionary in the North coupled with the fact that his compound was 
located in the middle of the city, news about him spread far and wide. Despite the years he spent in the city, 
he was unable to establish a Church there evidence in the absence of any church or Christian organization 
in the old city today. Ibid. 
149 I. Linden, “The sw Mallams…”, pp. 6, 7. 
150 This allegation is referred to in M. A. B. Gaiya, “Walter Richard Samuel Miller 1872 to 1952: Anglican 
(C.M.S.) England/Nigeria” in http://www.dacb.org/stories/nigeria/miller , accessed on 5.11.08. See the list 
of some of the most prominent first generation of Nigerian elites (sw converts to Christianity) in E. P. T. 
Crampton, Christianity in northern Nigeria, p. 131. 
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6.4 sw Belief: Its Development  
 
Although many reasons have been adduced as being responsible for the persecution and 
subsequent dispersion of the sw people from Kano as aforementioned, their unique 
conviction regarding Jesus compared with Muhammad is generally accepted as the 
fundamental reason that sets them apart and which incurred the wrath of the power that 
be against them then even now. Their allegiance to Jesus therefore is closely tied to their 
history as a people group. Before we discuss their general religious belief and practice 
therefore, a good starting point would be to examine the source and possible factors that 
led to the paradigmatic switch of Mallam Ibrahim from the status quo. How he and his 
initial followers came to the conclusion that Jesus was superior to Muhammad and 
therefore the one to be followed, not Muhammad, has generated a lot of speculations. It is 
interesting to review some of these speculations so as to lay the foundation for what 
follows. The research team of SUM-CRN Nigeria, as well as others, have been perplexed 
with what they consider the sudden change of Mallam Ibrahim. “How does one move 
from orthodox Islam to rejecting most of the tenets of Islam at the time when the 
emphasis of ‘Uthman’s Jihâd was on purifying state Islam as practiced by the Hausa 
kings and fellow leaders?”151 Given the immediate context of the establishment of the 
sw movement however, this question needs not arise. The Sokoto jihâd which created 
the political contours of colonial Nigeria had lost much of its reforming zeal by the 
1840’s. Dean Gilliland stresses this further asserting that following the aftermath of the 
jihâd, all kinds of distortion to communities and ethnic groups arose. Loyalties, 
animosities, pieties, and various profanities were everywhere.152 However, the Sf 
influence upon Dan Fodio which was partly responsible for the jihâd had not completely 
lost its flavor, at least doctrinally. Patton suggests that the behavior of Mallam Ibrahim 
“and some of his followers suggests attributes of Sfism in the pre-brotherhood stages 
within the changing orthodoxy of the nineteenth century."153 Mallam Ibrahim’s 
movement could therefore be seen as a reaction to the general decline prevalent then. For 
example, sw perceptions of Jesus as we shall discuss below bear resemblance to Sf 
                                                 
151 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…,” p. 34.  
152 D. S. Gilliland “Principles of the Christian Approach…,” p. 6. 
153 A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom…, p. 104. 
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perceptions which must have been cherished by Ibrahim. As we have discussed in chapter 
five, what distinguished the Sfs, who were and continue to be found across all Muslim 
groups, is their tendency of going beyond the usual Qur’nic interpretation due to their 
alleged divine insights. Being a movement that is as old as Islam itself, they were the 
first, at least in most Sf circles, to consider Jesus as more than a prophet. He is seen as 
the great Sf not only because of the Qur’nic reference regarding him as one of “al-
muqarrabn”, “those brought near to God” but also because of his piety, unparallel love, 
renunciation of the world and his absolute disposition at returning good for evil. Hence, 
they paid less attention to doctrinal issues like Jesus’ miraculous birth, workings, 
divinity, crucifixion, return etc, to concentrate on the appropriation and emulation of 
Jesus’ exemplary life in order to attain baq (literally: “stay”, “remain”) “the Jesus 
stage”. As the “seal of the saints”, the Sfs looked forward to the return of Jesus with 
definitive holiness. Day by day, they struggled to purify themselves not only through self 
denial and asceticism but also through a deep longing for God. Although Muhammad still 
retained his place in their religious tradition, their obsession with Jesus possibly had 
impact on Mallam Ibrahim. Apart from that religious syncretism was strong in Hausa-
land; the African religion influenced the lives, actions and thought of the people.   
 
Although the sw movement bears little if any resemblance to Mahdism in Northern 
Nigeria then as we shall show below, another important factor alluded to by Patton is that 
the latter part of this century (1885/86 or 1889/90) coincided with the thirteenth century 
of the hijra. The impending appearance of the Mahd and the end of the world were 
expected. Injustice, oppression, and social disorder were therefore seen as signs of the 
Mahd’s impending appearance. For the Sunni Muslims, the mujaddid or renewer is a 
much more important figure; expected to appear near the end of every century to revive 
the faith and practices of the Prophet and his companions.154 Because of the decadence 
that had infiltrated the society then, Ibrahim had enough reasons as observed by Ian 
Linden to nurse a reform movement with the prominent feature of rigorous insistence on 
Qur’n-alone, rejection of tradition and insistence on an absolute monotheism. Some 
                                                 
154 A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, p. 214. 
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traditions say Ibrahim ‘lost all his books of this world and seized this religion inside the 
Qur’n'.155  
 
Another tradition that seeks to explain the source of the sw belief claims that the 
sw movement came to Nigeria from Arabia. This is the claim of Mallam Stephen 
Ibrahim Audu who asserts that one Abdullahi (Abdul Jall of Abdullah) was responsible 
for introducing the sw movement in Northern Nigeria from Arabia. On arrival from 
Arabia, Mallam Abdullahi and his men were said to have settled at Madibo Hill, east of 
Goron Dutse, among already existing Hausa population. It is believed that this is where 
the movement began in spite of initial resistances from the host communities, the Muslim 
population. The initial resistances set the stage for the persecution of the sw believers 
by the Muslim neighbours right from the beginning.156 Mallam Stephen Ibrahim Audu 
asserts that one Mallam Idi of Kano confirmed this tradition to him. Mallam Idi’s parents 
were sw and lived at Tudun Madibo adjacent to Dutsen Dalla. His parents were said to 
have attested that their belief was passed down to them through the influence of people 
from the east, “from that big country in the middle of Arabia. They used to form a circle 
to say prayers and the group included both men and women”. He does not only trace the 
source of the sw movement to Arabia but also confirmed their initial persecution.157 
 
As indicated, the Mahdi tradition in Northern Nigeria has been seen as another great 
motivation for the sw movement. Mallam Steven Ibrahim Audu has elaborated on this. 
According to him, his father, Bulus Audu, is said to have been told by Mallam Yahaya 
not to hesitate accepting the sw religion whenever it appeared: “whenever he saw the 
Mahdiya, that is if white people preaching about Christ came, do not allow anyone to 
embrace them before you because that will be Mahdiya, that will be the true religion”.158 
Mallam Ibrahim Sharf al-Dn, also known as Ab Sha’ar or Mallam Dubba’s millennial 
hopes set the stage for the Mahd’s expectation in the Sokoto caliphate in about 1855. 
Convinced that the Mahd was imminent, he left the West and traveled to the East 
                                                 
155 I. Linden, “The sw Mallams…”, pp. 31, 35. 
156 Ibid, p. 11. 
157 Ibid, p. 13. 
158 Ibid. 
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summoning people to follow him to Mecca in search of the Mahd. His propaganda 
coincided with political instability and other uncertainties, particularly in Borno, which 
resulted in thousands of people following him. He met his death including many who 
followed him in the process of their journey by non-Muslim people in Southern 
Baghirmi.159  
 
After a while, in 1878 to be precise, one Mallam Yamusa came to Dutse District, Kano, 
with the same propaganda of a hijra to Mecca to meet the Mahd. Reenacting the 
previous scenario, People were said to have abandoned their homes and property and 
joined him en masse. The population of Katagum was heavily depopulated prompting the 
Emir, Hadejia, Misau, to arrest Mallam Yamusa and hand him over to the Sokoto 
authority.160 The Sokoto Caliphate and its emirates suffered considerable religious, social 
and economic instability in the latter half of the nineteenth century as a result of this 
millennial hopes of the Mahdist movement.161 
 
As indicated earlier, the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century 
coincided with the thirteenth century of the hijra. This is why Patton alludes that 
Ibrahim’s preaching about sa was within the Mahdist tradition of Northern Nigeria at the 
time.162 It is obvious that the mahd expectations of the time greatly influenced the 
population of Kano and the surrounding area allegedly leading to the rise and growth of 
different sects and groups including the sw movement with Mallam Ibrahim as not 
only the leader but as a saint.163 The name Mahd is derived from the Arabic root h – d – 
                                                 
159 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 35. 
160 A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom…, p. 217. 
161  van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 35. 
162 Ibid p. 214. Many are hesitant to consider the sw as a Mahdi type movement. 
163 Trimingham has tried to qualify this since wali usually translated “saint” does not have a strict meaning 
in the Qur’n. The idea is nearness to God, a personal relationship, those who live in the presence of God. 
“As a result of the development of the usage of the term wali, theory developed that God has granted to 
some of them special powers which even make the subsistence and governance of the world depend on 
them.” J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in the Sudan (London: Oxford University Press, 1949): p. 126. van C. 
Wyk and H. Hoga observe that “the sw continue to follow the teaching of Mallam Ibrahim which 
stresses the nearness to God and in general this religious concept is quite uniform throughout the sw 
communities. This suggests that the position given by the sw people to Mallam Ibrahim borders on 
sainthood (wali). The relationship of the sw to Sf Islam can not be entirely discounted, barring the 
very high regard for Jesus, sw religious belief and practice could be taken as having many elements of 
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a, and means "the rightly guided one". D. B. MacDonald notes the confusion between the 
roles assigned to Jesus and the Mahd in Islam citing a tradition ascribed to the Prophet: 
‘There is no Mahdi save sa b. Maryam (Mary)’. Patton attributes the belief in Jesus as 
the Mahd to both Ibrahim and Hamza. “It is Jesus who will return to the earth and do 
justice to the world; justice would be pronounced on the living and the dead. The oral 
tradition holds that:…’that was the crime of Hamza’”164 As we noted historically 
speaking however, Hamza’s crime was his refusal to pay taxes. It is not clear whether his 
refusal has anything thing to do with his mahdist belief or to the perception of the 
mahdi’s imminent arrival at that time. The followers of Ibrahim however are said to fall 
outside those that had mahd expectations, especially those that expected the imminent 
arrival of the mahd in the way that had disrupted the latter part of the nineteenth century 
in Kano.165  
 
Other traditions suggest that the sw belief is derived from the New Testament 
following Mallam Ibrahim’s contact with an Arabic Bible. Linden elaborates on this 
when he said that the Qur’n-alone basis for the formation of the group is therefore 
questioned with the insinuation that there might have been some kind of contact with 
either Jewish or Christian scriptures. “the light had been deemed… until it came to our 
grandparents… with this light the one who came from the east he opened this road for 
us’, Bulus Audu is reported to have said. Both Mallam Ibrahim and Mallam Yahaya of 
Ningi were said to have foretold that more information about the teaching of Jesus would 
come with the whites. Before Ibrahim’s death, the Sultan is said to have been presented 
with a leather-bound copy of the Arabic scriptures, and Christian and Jewish 
                                                                                                                                                 
Sfism. The possible connection of Sf Islam to the sw has not yet been adequately explored.” See Van 
C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 38. 
164 A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, p. 154.  
165 Yan Tsere (sw) “so far as is known they have no connection with Mahdism. There are a number of 
settlements north of Kano, and it seems probable that they are numerous elsewhere. The Yan Tsere of 
whom information is available are mostly illiterate and come from the ordinary agricultural classes. They 
are without sect or much religious knowledge but have for some reason adopted a most austere and 
puritanical outlook on life and their convictions apparently to absurd lengths. Anything attractive or 
ornamental is anathema and tasty food or sweet drink is equally accursed. Dyeing of cloth is not allowed 
and consequently white is worn by both males and females. Their ignorance combined with their religious 
zeal make them an ideal field for the political agitator and for subversive teachings generally.” Report by 
the Lieutenant Governor on the Mahdi Sect and its Propaganda in Nigeria, 1923, zarprov C. 4013, National 
Archives, Kaduna.  
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communities existed at the end of trade routes from Kano, in Tripoli, Tunisia and Cairo 
where access to Scripture would have been accessible.166 On the basis of this, he 
suggested that they may have paid particular attention to `s passages in the Qur’n 
having believed that the original Lingila had been distorted.167 This proposition is based 
on the existence of trade routes from Kano which ended at or went through Christian 
centers in North Africa and other places. This is alluded to by Miller and sw converts. 
People have however questioned this connection. The SUM-CRC research team doubts 
that “given what the sw actually believe as far as we have been able to ascertain, it 
seems unlikely that the Bible is the source.”168 Taking cognizance of what Miller says 
about Ibrahim’s thoughts, they suggest that “it is quite possible by collecting Jesus 
references in the Qur’n to come to a quasi-Christian understanding that would fit into 
the sw exegesis.” Miller records  Ibrahim’s as saying “I determined to make a careful 
study right through the Koran and collect all references to the prophet Jesus. Who is this 
of whom our own prophets write? Can this be a man like the others mentioned in our 
sacred book? Is this not a greater than all, greater than even Muhammad himself?”169 
Ibrahim’s exegesis is attributed to the supernatural in some traditions.170 Dean Gilliland 
attributes Ibrahim’s conclusion to his study of the Qur’n as well. He maintains that as a 
respected scholar of the Qur’n (Ibrahim), the revelation of new insights which he taught 
from the holy book led him to insist that the Qur’n is the only source for true Islam. 
Consequently, accessory principles such as ijm` (consensus) and qiys (analogy) are 
suspect because they are but proud opinions of created men. He is said to have felt that if 
the Qur’n is the only source for the truth, there was no need to look to human tradition 
and began to call for the pure word of God (kalimatu’llh) claiming that the so-called 
well-trodden paths and the hadth have no authority. Rejecting any notion of the shar`a, 
Ibrahim taught that Muhammad actually put things in the Qur’n that Allh did not want 
                                                 
166 This is even questionable since printing of the New Testament in Arabic only got underway in the later 
part of the 19th century. The van Dyke Bible also   appeared in 1864. Sigvard von Sicard reader’s comment. 
167 I. Linden, “Between two Religions of the Book…” pp. 86-7. 
168 van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 36. In line with this, A. Patton rejects 
any insinuation of any Arabic New Testament. He categorically states “The truth of the matter is that 
Ibrahim never went to Mecca, and the oral traditions all contain no references to an Arabic New 
Testament.” See A. Patton, The Ningi Chiefdom, P. 214. 
169 W. R. S. Miller, Reflections of a Pioneer,  p. 106. 
170 See footnote 110 on page 341 above.   
 356
to be there. His mistrust of Muhammad therefore was said to have led him to `sa. `sa of 
the Qur’n became the true prophet for Ibrahim. Everything the Qur’n reveals about sa 
was interpreted to mean that he is a greater prophet than Muhammad. His Qur’nic 
exegesis and study with his early followers henceforth became focused on sa as not 
much else mattered. Ibrahim claimed to have special revelations about the meanings of 
certain Qur’nic passages.171  
 
Jibo attributes Mallam Ibrahim’s first departure from Orthodox Islam to an encounter he 
had with a strange visiting mallam who was said to have taught him an unusual exegesis 
of the Qur’n. This coincided with a time Ibrahim himself was searching for a religion 
which would lead him to salvation. He (Ibrahim) is said to have gone to one Mallam Dan 
Zana in Kano city who directed him to one Mallam Dingo who was residing at Sabon 
Garin Gogel at the moment where he put his acclaimed three requests. First, “Be patient, 
I beg you with the questions I will put before you”. Second, “Do not hide any meaning 
from the reading we shall be doing”. Third, “Promise that you will teach me the Qur’n 
from the beginning to the end until I complete my course.” The said mallam refused to 
disclose his identity and after the reading, the visiting mallam was said to have left to 
unknown destination. 172 
 
From the foregoing, it is difficult to be able to come to a solid conviction as to the source 
of the sw belief. Although there is certainly more to it, there is no doubt however that 
there was some kind of outside influence on Mallam Ibrahim or on the one(s) who taught 
him, especially the Arab inhabitants of Kano then. One thing is clear however, based on 
oral history, that the sw belief originated in Kano with Mallam Ibrahim. As a man 
who was searching for the truth, the way of salvation, as he claimed to have found it as 
indicated above, he had no hesitation in clinging to his conviction and even propagated it. 
His reference to written material and in view of the high regard of the sw for the 
Qur’n, Miller is said to be probably right in tracing the sw belief to the Qur’n. “I 
determine to make a careful study through the Qur’n of all the passages about Jesus”. 
                                                 
171 D. S. Gilliland, “Principles of the Christian Approach…” p. 7. 
172 G. W. G. Jibo, “An Early History of Jesus Communities…,” p. 17.  
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The interpretation of the Qur’nic passages leaves one with the impression of some kind 
of outside influences as we saw glimpses not only in the chapter five but also the trans-
Saharan encounters. Hence, “Muhammad was relegated to the status of rasl, messenger, 
while emphasis was laid on the teaching that `sa was rhu’llh, Spirit of God, with the 
power over life and death.173   In the absence of any adequate information that would help 
in deciding one way or the other, it would be safer to acknowledge that Mallam Ibrahim 
was an extraordinary teacher who was able to make great changes in the religious 
practice of his time.174 
 
6.5 sw Religious Belief and Worship 
 
6.5.1 Introduction 
 
Although many versions of what led to the death of the sw founding leader, Mallam 
Ibrahim, exist as noted, what stands out was their adoption of Jesus as their object of 
worship over and above Muhammad. To this day, what continues to set the sw apart 
from conventional Muslims, as it was at the beginning of the movement, has been some 
aspect of their religious belief and worship. Such belief and practice is reflected in their 
occupational and day to day life, as we shall highlight below, which further portray them 
as a distinct group among their neighbours. Due to the scope of this research, our 
discussion of their religious belief and worship is limited to their belief about Jesus, God, 
angels, mankind and the scripture as well as Qur’nic reading, prayer and fasting 
respectively before turning to their occupational and everyday village life. Their strict 
monotheism, emphasis on sola Qur’n or Qur’n-alone, the superiority of `sa over 
Muhammad as the one having power over life and death, dismissal of some of the 
cardinal pillars of Islam, and strict ‘morality’ as they see it places them outside any 
Muslim description. Their rejection of many of the practices that define people as 
Muslims renders them non-Muslims despite the fact that they come from an Islamic 
background and on the face of it seem to be Muslims. Anyone who knows the sw well 
                                                 
173 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 37. 
174 Ibid. 
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cannot help but affirm that the sw vehemently dislike being seen as Muslim. “They 
want Muslims to think they are, but only in so far as that gives some security in a 
dominant Muslim culture with a long history of persecution.”175 They still retain several 
points of contact with Islam cardinal of which is the Qur’n. Other points of contact are 
festivals like `d al-kabr (Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac/Ishmael), fasting at prescribed 
times (but a different schedule than Muslims), and tithing.176 
 
Because it was difficult for any of the respondents to openly and systematically discuss 
their belief, one would not help but rely on the picture of sw religion as related to 
Miller by the sw converts as he understood it during his pioneering years in Zaria. 
  
“1.  Strict adherence to the belief in an absolute unity of God. 
2. The   rejection of anything unusual about Muhammad and a refusal to retain the latter 
part of the Kalimat: ‘and Muhammad is the prophet of God.’  
3. A rejection of all ‘traditions’ and a return to the Qur’n alone and the Christian 
Scriptures.  
4. The declaration that Jesus Christ was the ‘Word’ and ‘Spirit’ from God, and he alone 
was the Savior, Muhammad never having announced himself as such.  
5. A refusal to carry out all ordinary Muslim ritual, the kibla, and a modification of the 
Ramadan fast into a fast to be observed an anytime, not prescribed and not universal and 
not with the knowledge of others.  
6. Prohibition of tobacco smoking and kola-nut chewing.  
7. Emphasis on the resurrection and on Christ alone as having the power to raise the 
dead.”177  
 
Although these basic belief still hold today, at least, in general terms, their strict 
adherence to the concept of "sola Qur’n", as far as it was determinable, indicates that 
either Miller took their readiness to listing (or read) to stories from Christian scriptures as 
an indication that they saw both the Qur’n and the Christian scriptures as being 
                                                 
175 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 39.  
176 Ibid. 
177 I. Linden, “The sw Mallams…,” p. 6. 
 359
authoritative with instructional value or it was a misinformation or a misunderstanding. It 
is also possible that his judgment might have being based on the opinion of those sw 
that had already become Christians or were exposed to the Christian teaching. In any 
case, the Qur’n remains their sole source of instruction from which all religious belief 
and worship including other socio-economic, cultural and political convictions are said to 
be derived. As mentioned, they are willing to read portions of Christian Scripture but are 
not enthusiastic about it.  In this section, we will focus on their religious belief and 
worship beginning with their perception of Jesus, being the prime motivator for all they 
do, before returning to an attempt at throwing more light on who they are especially 
focusing on their occupational and day to day existence.  
 
6.5.2 Religious Belief 
  
6.5.2.1 Jesus 
 
As indicated, the prime motivation of the sw is the desire to draw closer to God in all 
ramifications of their existence, the fulfillment of which is believed to be achieved only 
through the emulation of Jesus’ exemplary life.178 Hence, their departure from the status 
quo, their refusal to retain the latter part of the kalimah: ‘and Muhammad is the prophet 
of God,’ as a deliberate move justifying the new role Jesus occupies in their religious 
conviction. They don’t agree with the Qur’nic statement (61:6) that Jesus actually 
predicted the future arrival of Muhammad to fulfill what he left unaccomplished. How 
the sw people came to this conclusion is attributed to Mallam Ibrahim’s interpretation 
of Qur’nic references to Jesus owing to his alleged spiritual insights. Although they 
retain the Qur’nic denial of Jesus’ alleged divinity, the Trinitarian doctrine and his 
alleged crucifixion, among other points of contentions, these do not seem to form the core 
of sw preoccupation with Jesus. While the Qur’n is more focused on correcting the 
alleged errors of the Jews and the Christians within its framework of giving Jesus the 
honour due to him, the sw have taken the argument a step further by seeing Jesus as 
                                                 
178 Although other factors might be responsible for their conduct and worldview through external influences 
as noted above, they think their life is exclusively shaped by Jesus’ exemplary life.   
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some one unique and special and more than a Prophet. They are less concerned about 
doctrinal issues as indicated but more focused on the appropriation and emulation of 
Jesus’ exemplary life in order to draw closer to God. The sw’s obsession with Jesus 
lies in his exemplary moral conduct and character, his non-violence disposition and the 
unique role he would play on the judgment day to usher in the faithful into God’s 
everlasting kingdom.  
 
All that the sw believe and do is claimed to be derivable from the exemplary life of 
Jesus even when they cannot directly or indirectly prove it from the Qur’n. Jesus is the 
example par excellence. In fact, most sw believe that they honour Jesus more than the 
Christians do, a claim that is also heard in some Muslim quarters as referred to in chapter 
one. During the course of the interviews, one was amazed at the knowledge the sw 
mallams possessed when it comes to Jesus from the Qur’n.179 They are so conversant 
with Qur’nic references to Jesus that they were able to quote them from memory and 
effortlessly.  Although there are obvious similarities in their story of Jesus with the 
Muslims because both use the same Qur’n, a closer scrutiny will quickly reveal that the 
sw, in most cases, do not attach the same meanings and significance to the Qur’nic 
story as the Muslims do. The first point of departure is the fact that while the Muslims see 
Jesus, and other earlier prophets, as only precursors or stepping stones to Muhammad’s 
definitive prophetic ministry, the sw see such claim as not from the Qur’n. For the 
sw, Jesus is independent and definitive in God’s redemptive plan. Rather than seeing 
Jesus, and other earlier prophets, as props, supporters and genealogical ancestry 
legitimizing the prophethood of Muhammad as the Muslims do, the sw see him 
(Jesus) as God’s only designated medium through which all men will relate to God, 
thereby dismissing Muhammad outrightly as inconsequential. He is simply unique and 
higher than other prophets including Muhammad because of his closeness to God and 
should be emulated by all believers. The Qur’nic titles for Jesus like prophet (nab), 
messenger (rasl), messiah (mash), servant/slave of God (‘abdallh), distinguished 
                                                 
179 This may not be unconnected with the fact that all sw devotees are expected to read through the 
Qur’n devotedly three times each year. See Appendix A for a complete references regarding Jesus’ titles 
in the Qur’n alluded to by the respondents. These references are limited to his titles and not including 
stories of his birth and ministry culminating in the last events of his life then and in the eschaton. 
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(wajh), one of those draw near (muqarrab), example (mathal), word (kalimah), spirit 
from God (rhu’llah), a sign (aya), mercy (rahmah), pure, holy, witness, blessed etc bear 
deeper meaning and significance in sw interpretation than they do among by the 
Muslims. While the Muslims relativise the meaning and significance of these titles,  the 
sw see them as the parameters upon which other truth-claims dissolve into 
nothingness. They show Jesus’ uniqueness in the economy of God’s divine plan. He is 
more than just a prophet or messenger as the Muslims understand it but one anointed to 
serve as an example to men.  What stands clear and distinctive to the sw regarding 
Jesus is the fact that God intended him to be an example to mankind. Hence, the sw 
are preoccupied with Jesus’ moral conduct and character with the sole aim of 
appropriating the same in their day to day life rather than just mere doctrinal correctness 
or activism. This tends to guide their relational life. “No amount of belief or religious 
practice will save you unless you do what Jesus did and avoid whatever he avoided” the 
sw would insist. This is predicated on the conviction that Jesus was sinless, a 
characteristic that no prophet or human ever attained or will attain. What sets the sw 
apart is this consuming desire to emulate Jesus so as to inherit paradise on the last day. 
With no claim to sinless perfection, the sw strive day by day, as those chosen, 
believing that all who emulate Jesus will reap their reward on the last day. Their 
depictions of Jesus as they understand it from the Qur’n as aforementioned illustrate 
their reverence for Jesus.  As a revelation to mankind (19.21), an example or pattern to be 
followed and obeyed, 180 the al-muqarrabn, “those brought near to God” Giver of good 
tidings, the high honored, favored and blessed, one confirmed by the Holy Spirit (3:61; 
3:44; 43:57, 59; 61:6; 3:40, 45; 43:59; 19:32; 2:81, 87, 254), the bearer of wisdom 
(43:63) etc, `sa continues to be the centerpiece of their faith. His sinlessness, healing 
power and many other miracles attributed to him like his miraculous birth, the healing of 
lepers and those born blind, the raising of the dead, the making of a living bird from clay, 
speaking as an infant, salvation from his enemies (and the cross) etc, his many honorific 
                                                 
180 They wear white because they believe sa and those who assisted him during his persecution by the 
enemies wore white. Some believe Jesus himself wore white. Some say heaven is made of white and the 
beings wear white, so they are beginning to practice heaven on earth. Still others say it reflects good wish 
or purity of the heart. Wearing any colour other than white means one has no good intention. Some say it is 
for identification so they can identify one another anywhere anytime etc. Interview with Mallams Idi, 
Garba and Bako at Gigagu, Dutsawa and Bukuru respectively. 24.11.08, 25.11.08 & 28.12.08. 
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titles, his role in the eschaton, and to crown it all his pacifism make him not only 
outstanding but incomparable. He is simply greater than Muhammad. Muhammad 
himself is said to have acknowledged that the person and acts of `sa exceed the worth of 
his own.181  
 
Reference to Jesus’ sinlessness182 seems to be their starting point justifying their 
allegiance to `s and not any other Prophet at all. The assertion of Mallam Suleiman 
Yusufu typifies the claim of all typical sw interviewed: na karanta Alkurani, cikin 
Annabawa duka babu wanda ya kai sa. In bi wannan Annab, in ga ya yi zunubi, in bi 
wannan cikin Alkurani, in ga ya yi zunubi, Allh ya kawo ni kan Annab sa, sai na bi shi, 
na bi shi, na bi shi, sai na ga bai yi zunubi ba, ya yi biyaya183 (lit.: I read the whole 
Qur’n and discovered that among all the Prophets there is none like Jesus. When I 
followed the story of this Prophet, I saw that he sinned, I followed this one, I discovered 
he sinned until God took me to the story of Jesus where I discovered he never sinned, he 
was obedient). Although the Muslims allude to the sinlessness of Jesus, it does not put 
him in a class by himself, as all the prophets are considered sinless, Muhammad being the 
paragon of excellence and purity who never sinned, as the Muslims interpret it. The 
sw are however quick to argue that not only are Jesus and Mary sinless but make 
references to the fact that all prophets, example of which are Adam, David, Solomon, 
Abraham, Moses, Jonah and even Muhammad did not only sin by falling into temptation 
but actually asked for forgiveness.184 Jesus’ sinlessness provides a sense of confidence 
and a feeling of superiority among the sw in comparison to those gone astray. They 
waste no time at juxtaposing the sinfulness of other prophets compared to `sa who is 
described in the Qur’n as the Messiah (3:40, 45), Mercy from God (19:21) the righteous 
(3:40), faultless, sinless, Holy, most pure (19:19), one who is closest to God (3:14), the 
chaste (3:39) and perfect (19:17) among other descriptions of his holiness. They ridicule 
non-sw, especially the Muslims who are their dominant neighbours as the blind 
leading the blind. The meticulous emulation of Jesus as one that is trusted for this life and 
                                                 
181 Mallam Sule, Interview, Jirgagu, 25.11.08. 
182 More explicit in the hadth as noted in chapter five, although they don’t subcribe to the hadth. 
183 Interview with Mallam Suleiman, Girgagu, 24.11.08. 
184 Sura 3:36,46; 19:19-21; 7:22-3; 26:82; 28:16; 37:142; 3:31; 47:19 etc. 
 363
the one to come find expression in their entire world view cutting across doctrinal, socio-
economic, religious, ethical, cultural and religious life.  
 
Jesus holiness is characterized by his piety, love for God, mercy towards sinners and 
those in need and his renunciation of the world. The sw’s longing for God derived 
from Jesus’ own love for God propels them to strive towards holiness. In this way, they 
(sw) see themselves as helpers of God when Jesus is followed.185  One goal of the 
sw is to draw closer to Him as indicated. It seems as though that in this drawing closer 
to God one gains a measure of salvation.   Juxtaposing Muhammad as rasl only, with 
`sa being rhu’llah, that is, spirit of Allh with power over life and death, the sw see 
this spirit as an indwelling spirit dwelling in the heart of the true sw believer thereby 
enabling him to overcome sin. For the sw, Jesus the spirit of God lives in the hearts of 
those who are right with God.186  The reference to Jesus as mash (Messiah) is to be 
understood not vicariously but by emulation. This is why the sw, as well as the 
Muslims, see salvation as something that must be earned by works. 187  
 
To be able to purify oneself, Jesus' renunciation of the world through self denial and 
asceticism, piety and saintliness, humility etc is taken literally by every typical traditional   
sw. For example, in their drawing closer to God through Christ, they believe and hope 
that whatever Christ conquered, they will also conquer. Most of the mallams interviewed 
said their life is predicated on this and it defines their relationship within and with their 
neighbours. Like conventional Muslims, as we learned in school, the sw communities 
have taken the jihâd of self purification (al-jihâd al-akbar)188 to another level based on 
their desire to be like Jesus. External purity of body, dress and place of abode, avoidance 
                                                 
185 See srah 3:52.  
186 Referred to in the field notes of the SUM-CRC Nigeria research team, Batayya trip with Lawan, 
13.03.97. 
187 For the sw however, there is the idea of substitutionary sacrifice due to their belief that the blood of 
any animal shed is shed not only in propitiation but also has vicarious function as the ram substituted for 
Isaac/Ishmael. The  extent of the substitution for the sw family remains hazy but Wyk and Hoga observe 
that the sw regards the sacrifice to be a sacrifice of purification as opposed to the Muslim’s view which 
sees it rather as a sacrifice of thanksgiving for God’s reward to Abraham in his obedience. Van C. Wyk and 
H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 42. 
188 In Islam al-jihâd al-akbar is known as the greater jihad while al-jihâd al-asghar (armed warfare) is 
known as the lesser jihad. Given their pacifist worldview, the Isawa condemns the lesser jihad in its totality 
since it is only alluded to in the hadth with no reference in the Qur’n. 
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of vices, removal of evil thoughts from the mind and keeping the mind always free from 
worldly thoughts are the obsession of every sw believer.189  This has huge 
implications for their sense of holiness. Because Jesus conquered all kinds of sins and 
vices, they too want to see that become true in their life. This is why social vices like 
adultery, fornication, consumption of alcohol, smoking, gambling etc are abhorred in all 
sw communities. They attract severe punishment even to the point of ostracism in 
some cases. In their desire to conquer what Jesus conquered, lying, falsehood, backbiting, 
betrayal, breaking of promise, anger, malice, avarice, rancor, doing anything to harm 
anyone, fraud, corruption, injustice, hypocrisy, pride, boastfulness, lust, eating unlawful 
food etc190 , are seen as constant enemies that must be defeated. For them, works matter. 
You cannot claim to be a follower of Jesus if you fail to do what he did and avoid what 
he avoided. Unlike the Muslims who believe that the weight of your deeds, good or evil, 
will determine whether you earn paradise or hell, the sw believe that no amount of 
good can save an evil man. You are either good or evil.   
 
Jesus’ complete submission and obedience to God reflected in his outstanding and 
incomparable holy living is seen as responsible for his ability to perform miracles 
including his pacifistic outlook to life.  As the one closest to God with many miracles 
attributed to him not only in history but a present reality, the sw trust him for both 
physical and spiritual healing. In a society where sickness or any misfortune at all is not 
viewed in objective terms but rather as calamity often attributed to spiritual or 
supernatural causes such as offending God or ancestral spirits, possession by evil spirits, 
witchcraft, breaking taboos or curses from offended family or community members, one 
is amazed at the sw break with convention due to their complete reliance on Jesus’ 
healing power. Unlike their neighbours who practice the Bori cult and seek marabouts, 
diviners, and traditional healers, the sw seem to absolutely rely on Jesus for the 
healing of their diseases and the solution to other forms of calamities. They believe that 
his name is not only feared by the devil, witches and wizards including other gods, but 
                                                 
189 Mallam Sani, Interview 28.12.08, Bukuru. 
190 Some of the sins and vices they repeatedly referred and which they believe define their relationship 
within and without.  
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that sickness, childlessness and other calamities give way at the mention of his name, 
hence all prayers are said domin darajar Yesu (For Jesus’ sake).191  
 
One of the relationship problems that the sw have with Muslims is that Muslims look 
upon the teaching of Christ as a radical alternative to the Islamic system. Of particular 
importance are Christ’s teaching on revenge, among other issues.192  Many people have 
speculated that the sw have remained uninvolved in the religious crises witnessed in 
Northern Nigeria partly because they are a minority and partly because they tend to blend 
with the two warring sides, Christians and Muslims, depending on circumstances. A 
closer examination however reveals that Jesus’ non-violent approach to evil is solely 
responsible for their pacifism. For the sw, Jesus is a man of peace (salama) (19:34). It 
is upon this that the sw’s pacifist worldview is precipitated. Internally, they seek peace 
and harmony among themselves. Externally, they seek peace with their neighbours. The 
Jesus of the sw is a man of peace, holy, loving, patient and forbearing, humble, 
forgiven and caring (healing the sick etc) etc. They attribute their present patience and 
forbearance in the face of flagrant oppression and exploitation to Jesus’ patience and 
forbearance. Like Jesus, as discussed under Sfism, the sw accept their present status 
joyfully rather than as something imposed on them as a prerequisite to drawing near to 
God. Those who have interacted with the sw testified to their good neighbourliness 
and the repaying of evil with good.193 Like all pacifists, they strongly believe that “all 
wars everywhere under all conditions are wrong.”194 It is a strong conviction among all 
sw, as much as one was able to understand, that all violent people can never see God 
on the last day, “ranar hukunci zamu tashi mu bar su” (lit.: on the judgment day, we 
(sw) will be raptured, leaving them all), said one respondent. God, and by implication 
                                                 
191 The position held by those interviewed all across the three states, Bauchi, Jigawa and Kano.  
192 N. Ali, Frontiers in Muslim-Christian Encounter, p. 36. 
193 The sw see this not as a sign of weakness but a virtue. Mallam Sule at Girgagu gave an illustration of 
how their patience saved their village from war following a provocation from their Muslim neighbours who 
used to live in Girgagu as well. Knowing quiet well that the sw detest call to Salat, a condition they 
acceded to before they were allowed to settle among the sw, the Muslims unilaterally decided to do 
otherwise by violating the pact. The sw tried to restrain them to no avail. The Muslims were ready for a 
fight even though they were in clear minority.  Armed with patience and forbearance so that no blood was 
shed, they claimed, they were able to tolerate the provocation until the local authority asked the Muslims to 
leave to form their own separate village some few kilometers west of Girgagu which they called Awala, 
licentiousness (Meaning the abode where sin is a norm). 
194 J. L. Allen, War: A Primer for Christians (Dallas: Abingdon Press, 1989): p. 19. 
 366
Jesus, is recognized as the source of life and one who alone should terminate it. They 
believe that Jesus chose the path of pacifism because of the sanctity and sacredness of 
life. They maintained that Jesus had the power of revenge just as they are capable of 
doing today but he chose the non-violent way in compliance with the will of God. 
Consequently, repaying evil with evil is forbidden in the strongest term because Jesus 
forbids it. They believed that this same conviction made Mallam Ibrahim, their founder 
restrain his followers from responding with violent when they situation demanded it. The 
incidences of violent confrontation in their history with their neighbours are seen as the 
legitimate way of self-defense. Their belief in the sacredness of human life is so strong 
that traditional sw man cannot own a motor vehicle or motor cycle for fear that it may 
kill somebody accidentally. Ending a human life even accidentally cannot be forgiven 
even when it is your driver who was driving the car when the accident occurred.195 The 
only time one could fight is projected to occur in the future during which all sw who 
are presently oppressed, persecuted and exploited would be librated to usher in the 
eschatological period. 196 
 
Jesus is believed to be in heaven with God waiting for the last day when he shall come in 
judgment with the appropriate rewards to those who follow him diligently. Like the 
Muslims, the sw believe in the last day and the day of judgment as revealed in the 
Qur’n.197 Jesus is referred to as the sign of the hour (Judgment day) (23:50) and a 
witness on the day of resurrection (4:45, 157, 159; 5:171). However, the traditional 
Muslim understanding of the final battle as alluded to in some ahdth which will usher 
in the peaceful reign of God and the faithful is understood differently by the sw. They 
                                                 
195  Mallam Inusa, Interview, Bukuru, 11.01.09. 
196 In what seems to be a misunderstanding or misinformation, Linden declares that the sw retains no 
eschatological themes although it might have had some importance at the time of Ibrahim but now lost. See 
I. Linden, “Between Two Religions of the Book…” p. 82. This is however not the case. As noted above 
concerning their pacifism, they believe that this will not last forever. Although they believe they have the 
capability to take revenge against their present oppressors, they rather turn the other cheek on the ground 
that their oppression is just temporal. Many of them see their present travail in the light of what happened 
to the Israelites of old when they had to suffer in the wilderness before they finally reached the Promised 
Land. They believe that a time is coming when all sw will be emancipated from all forms of oppression. 
Their renunciation of the world, “Who is the fool? Is he not the one who forgets death? It is better to have 
the hereafter than this life where the fool thinks it never ends,” as they always repeat during prayers, is 
tightly connected to their perception of the end of the age. They go through whatever difficulties happily at 
the moment believing it to be their wilderness experience. 
197 For example, srah 75:1ff; 81:1-19; 82; 83 and 84. 
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believe that the final battle will be fought by the sw in which all enemies of God will 
be defeated. The sw are therefore battle ready as there wouldn’t be any delay once he 
appears. This concept is best illustrated by the diagram below as they described it.  
 
 
Aya Tara198 
 
This unshakable belief is based on their concept of aya tara (lit.: "nine weapons"), as 
illustrated above. Any sw male who is no longer considered a child199 must have these 
nine items in his room. They include a Qur’n, hat, sword, axe, spear, staff, shoes, white 
dress (suhuriya) and a belt. The belief is that on the last day when Christ will come to 
judge the world, all sw males will be given a white horse with which they will fight all 
non-sw, with the exception of Christians, with the nine weapons until all will be 
defeated, and then the believers will be ushered into paradise.200 Their chronology of the 
last events during the eschatological period is not very clear. It seems that the end of the 
                                                 
198 The researcher described what the concept is, as he was told and saw (the items) during field research, to 
an artist, Johnson Katwal, who then drew it in his residence at Rawhol Chom, Bukuru, January, 2009. 
199 It is difficult to say which age since it depends on personal development of individuals and not any 
specified age. However, all married males are suppose to have aya tara. Males marry at the age of 15 
upwards depending on the development of the individual in question. 
200 Interview, Mallam Inusa, Bukuru, 28.12.08. In every male room we entered in Jirgagu, and Dustawa, the 
aya tara were visibly hung on the wall.  
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age is imminent to them or how would one explain the rationale behind possessing the 
aya tara now?  Many of them talked about Jesus being the judge after all unbelievers had 
been defeated and sent to hell. He will then judge the believers (sw) based on their 
deeds while on earth. Everyone will greet God with the works he has done on earth. One 
either goes to heaven or hell.  They believe that the body of the deceased waits for 
resurrection, and they expect to see each other in heaven. It seems then that there is some 
understanding of a soul that is reunited with a resurrection body.201   
 
 Having said this, it must be noted that the reference to Jesus as the son and word of God 
differ from the Christian perception. The sw refer to Jesus as the son of God, but as to 
the extent of their perception of Jesus as son it is not clear what they mean, but it seems 
to be as Adam is considered God’s son by the fact that he is the first of creation. In that 
sense the sw perception does not seem to be one that considers Jesus as the begotten 
Son of God. This is why the idea of the trinity remains problematic to the sw as well 
as the Muslims. It has been tempting for Christians who seek to win the sw by 
adopting modalism as a way out, “as Father in creation and in giving of the law, as Son in 
the incarnation, and as Holy Spirit in regeneration and sanctification”.202  Although this 
view may be acceptable to the sw because of the idea of God manifesting himself in 
different ways present in the Qur’n as in the burning bush to Moses (20:10), modalism 
departs from orthodox Christology. Jesus is not “the Word” as Christians understand and 
know Jesus. Initially the word of God as used in the Qur’n was seen as the eternal word 
of God by Christians and Muslims.203  This has brought on controversy in that identifying 
Jesus with the eternal identifies him as divine. The modern Islamic interpretation is that 
the eternal word is not to be confused with “ordinary created words (such as 
commands)”.204  
 
  
 
                                                 
201 Field notes, trip to Mallamawa, February 1997. SUM-CRC Nigeria office file. sw/02. 
202 L. Berkhof, Manual of Reformed Doctrine  (Grand Rapids: Wm.B.Eerdmans pub. 1933): p. 77. 
203 N. M. Ali, Frontiers in Muslim-Christian Encounter (Oxford: Regnum,Books, 1987): p. 32. 
204 Ibid, p. 32. 
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6.5.2.2 God 
 
Although Jesus is the central object of their worship, he is only so because he is not an 
end in himself. He is a means to an end, God. The only reason Jesus is preferred over 
against any intermediary is because he is seen as the only one closest to God. Jesus was 
sent and empowered to be an example to lead people to God. To be able to get closer to 
God therefore, which is their ultimate aim, one needs to emulate Jesus by doing what he 
did and avoiding what he avoided. Like the Muslims, belief in God and his absolute unity 
(tawhd) is paramount. They are therefore strict monotheists. They reject Christian idea of 
the trinity.205 They believe in God as the creator of all things. They believe that God is in 
control of all things and that He sees all things. He knows everything implying that the 
sw movement is sanctioned by God and therefore is the only true way to God. Unlike 
the transcendent God of the Muslims who is depicted as sovereign, king, ruler and master 
who is utterly other than his creation, the sw see him as compassionate, loving and 
near to them. They would always maintain in consonance with the Qur’n that “Allh ya 
fi kusa da kai fiye da jijiyar wuyan ka” (Lit. God is nearer to you than the veins of your 
neck, 50:16). The sw have no problem accepting the Muslims’ depiction of God as 
sovereign, omnipresent, creator of all things, merciful, but reject any notion that he can 
not be compassionate. The implication of depicting God as absolute, transcendent and 
impassible means a God who can not share in human suffering and is therefore devoid of 
love. This is unacceptable to the sw. To them God is personal. The Spirit of God 
(Jesus) lives in the hearts of sw believers, God is near to them.206 It is this sense of 
proximity between them and God coupled with the respect they believe he (God) 
deserves from his subjects (believers) that the normal call to prayer as practiced by the 
Muslims is vehemently prohibited. Culturally, it is considered disrespectful for any 
subject to call a village head, king or community leader or for children to call their 
parents loudly by name from afar.207 The call to prayer which Muslims observe to 
                                                 
205 “…: so believe in Allah and His apostles. Say not "Trinity" : desist: it will be better for you: for Allah is 
one Allah. Glory be to Him: (far exalted is He) above having a son. To Him belong all things in the 
heavens and on earth. And enough is Allah as a Disposer of affairs.” Srah 4:171. 
206 SUM-CRC Nigeria office file. sw/03. 
207 One of the respondents asked me, waya sa ya kira sarki, hakimi, dakaci, mai angwa, uba ko uwa daga 
nesa? (Lit. Who in his or her senses would call a king, community leaders and parents from afar talkless of 
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announce salt (regular prayer) is to call God from afar, indicating that He is not near to 
them. The sw believe that the closer they move to God in their worship (Qur’n 
reading, prayer, and fasting) the closer God dwells with them. God is a loving God, he 
knows his own, those who return his love.208 God is merciful, he offers grace (salvation), 
and God is patient.209  God is not the author of sin nor the creator of evil, sin is 
disobedience to God and evil is the result of sin.210   God sees all; for the sw sin is an 
offence against God, repentance is to change your ways before God, but as seen by his 
fellow man. The signs of repentance (change) must be a visible reality.  Unlike the 
Muslim who seeks to outweigh his evil deeds by doing good, the sw see religion as a 
matter of the heart that spills over into actions. The difference between Christians and 
sw is in the perception of God and the perception of how He relates with mankind. 
The sw have developed a personal relationship to God which is believed to be the 
result of their perception of Jesus on the one hand and their attempt at following Jesus as 
His disciple on the other.  
 
Apart from this sense of closeness to God, they strongly believe in the absolute unity of 
God, as indicated, who is all powerful (creator), all seeing (intervenes in history), all 
knowing (revelation). Jibo asserts that part of the factors that led to increased hostility 
between the Muslims and sw is the sw insistence on God alone as opposed to the 
Muslim (Fulani) veneration of Usman Dan Fodio, the leader of the Jihâd.211 The belief in 
God’s providence is predicated on the believe that God knows all things before they 
happen, “understood in the sense that God’s knowing seems to preclude the free will of 
men.”212  
 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
shouting God’s name from a laud speaker?). Culturally, it is impossible for it depicts disrespect. Interviews 
with Mallam Sule and Mallam Adamu, Jirgagu, 24.11.08 and Bukuru, 28:12:08 respectively.  
208 sw and Christians are those who belong to God, God’s chosen, they unequivocally reject Muslims as 
God’s own. Interview, Mallam I. Yusufu, Bichi ta Bordo, 24.10.96. SUM-CRC Nigeria office file. 
sw/05. 
209 Interview, Bichi ta Bordo, Mallam I. Yusufu, 24.10.96. Ibid. 
210 Interview, Mallam Ibrahim, Mallamawa (Palgore), 18.10.96. Ibid. 
211 G. W. G. Jibo, An Early History of Jesus Communities… p. 4. 
212 Interview, Mallam Ibrahim, Mallamawa (Palgore), 18.10.96. SUM-CRC Nigeri office file. sw/05. 
 371
6.5.2.3 Belief in Angels (Malika) and other Supernatural Beings 
 
Like Muslims and Christians, the sw believe in the existence of angels and evil spirits. 
They are conscious of the presence of good angels as well as evil ones as depicted in the 
Qur’n.213 They also make reference to Satan and demons.214 Since his fall, Satan is 
believed to be roaming the face of the earth seeking whom to deceive. However, he is not 
seen as responsible for all human failures or sins. Hence, all adult sw members are 
taught to take responsibility for their actions or inactions. Among the sw or Islam in 
general there does not seem to be a concept of the Holy Spirit, however the Qur’n does 
make a distinction between angles and spirits.215  Muslims interpret the spirit as an angel, 
the sw talk more about the spirit of Jesus. Angels are responsible for enlightening men 
about the truth,216 record the work of men,217 and serve as God’s messengers. The sw 
also see aljannu (Ar. al-jnn - evil spirits) as angels, making the distinction between 
angels and demons unclear.218 Satan is believed to have been created by God for the 
purpose of service but his disobedience led to his fall. Similar to Islamic view, Mallam 
Musa told the SUM-CRC research team that Satan’s refusal to worship Adam, the first 
created human, as a test of his obedience to God led to his fall.219 Although Satan is 
blamed for all the trouble in the world, some sw believe that he does not look for 
trouble. He only traps those who by their own volition commit sin. The sw 
                                                 
213 The archangels  include Jibril (Gabriel), the angel of revelation (2:91; 66:4);  Mikail (Michael), the 
angel of  providence who is in charge of rain and sustenance (2:92); Israfil, not mentioned in the Qur’n but 
believed to be the angel who will sound the trumphet at the last day or who will blow the trumpet of doom; 
Izrail, the huge and ugly angel of death (32:11; 6:93);  Ridean who guards paradise; Malik who guards hell; 
the recording angles Munkar and Nakir, who question the dead; the throne –bearers, the Cherubim, and 
others. Angels are believed to be sexless and created of light. See van Emory Gerpen, Notes on Islam, (Jos: 
Challenge Pub. 1975): p. 27. Also see C. S. Abashiya and A. J. Ulea, Christianity and Islam: A Plea for 
Understanding and Tolerance, (Jos: Midland Press Ltd., 1991): pp. 54-5. 
214 For Qur’n references see C. S. Abashiya and Ayuba  J. Ulea, Christianity and Islam, pp. 59-66. 
215 See srah 16:2 “By his will He send down the angels and the spirit..” This seems to indicate that there is 
some differentiation between angles and spirit. In srah 2:87, Jesus is given the holy spirit; in srah 
16:102, reference to holy spirit is also made. In both passages the spirit is equated with the angel Gabriel, 
see ALKUR’ANI MAI  GIRMA  Da Kuma Tarjaman Ma’anoninsa Zuwa Ga Harshen HAUSA, trans. 
Abubakar Mahmud  Gumi, 1979, pp. 20, 408.   
216 An angel is said to have come to Mallam Ibrahim and taught him the sw way from the Qur’n. 
Interview, Mallam Ibrahim Yusufu, Bichi ta Bordo, 24.10.96. Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The Disciples of 
Jesus…,” p. 42. 
217God is said to see and hear everything, but the angels write down what he hears and sees. Interview, 
Mallam Ishaku Yusufu, Makangawa, 25.10.96. Ibid. 
218 Interview, Mallam Musa Ningi, 04.12.96. Ibid. 
219 Interview, Mallam Musa, Ningi 4.12.96. Ibid. 
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differentiate between two types of madness: one is caused by Satan and can be cured by 
prayer, the other may be caused by taking dangerous drugs. It should not be blamed on 
Satan and cannot be cured by prayer.220 It is believed by all sw that Satan’s final 
abode will be hell fire. 
 
6.5.2.4 Mankind 
 
They believe that man is a creature of God in the same way Adam was created. Adam is 
on par with Jesus,221 being God first creatures. The difference is that Jesus is sinless 
while Adam is not due to his disobedience. Man’s total depravity is traced to Adam but 
blamed on both Adam and Satan.222  Although men are not responsible for the origin of 
sin, each person is responsible for his own sins ranging from drinking, smoking, adultery, 
stealing, murder, refusing God’s precepts as found in the Qur’n, disobedience of 
authority and disregard for others as well as disregard for the sw community.223 
Despite man’s helplessness because of his rebellion, God decided to elect some men by 
his special grace which they considered themselves to be as weel as to some extent 
Christians.  
 
All new converts to the sw way are administered the initiation rite by the head teacher 
in each village.224 It must be noted that the issue of conversion is difficult for family ties. 
The head of the family takes all decisions including the issue of faith. He too can only 
approve after seeking clearance from the mallam who decides on most issues in the 
community.   
 
Religious responsibility lies with all adult males. Being followers of `s, they try to live 
life devoid of sin by stressing self righteousness. To be faithful in all things and keep the 
                                                 
220 Field notes, Langomi, 27-8.02.97. Ibid. 
221Interview, Mallam  Ibrahim, Mallamawa (Palgore), 18.10.96. Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The Disciples 
of Jesus…,” p. 43. 
222Interview, Mallam Musa, Ningi, 04.12.96. Ibid. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Initiation of new members to the sw way and community involves the new convert washing himself 
with pure water in form of ablution, confessing his sins and accepting the sw way. Thereafter, his name 
is announced at the morning reading session followed by prayers for him and his family. Ibid, p. 44.   
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laws is true religion and not just following Muhammad or Jesus. Any member caught in 
any vice or crime is excluded until he or she repents. This is to avoid any calamity on the 
entire household since the action of one, good or bad, especially the head of the family, 
affects all. Children will not be held responsible until they reach the age of responsibilty. 
Woman have limited rights and must strictly observe purdah which is understood to be 
based on the Qur’n.225 The mallam’s wife is said to have a higher standing among the 
women. She arbitrates between the women as well as receives their tithes.226   
  
Men confess their sin and other petty transgression one to another in private or in the 
community with the arbitration of the mallam. The treatment of adulterers seems to differ 
from place to place as observed earlier. When there is a confession to be made to God, 
the offender will bath himself or herself and pray in his or her closet with the specially 
made suhuriya dress. The prayer is said domin darajar Yesu (for Christ’s sake).  
 
6.5.2.5 Death 
 
After all is said and done, everyone will die. Death is inevitable and is in God’s hands. 
Everyone must strive to relate to God with good deeds or the meaning of earthly 
existence would have been nothing but futility. Death is treated very secretively among 
the sw People. The sw do not draw attention to death. Death is kept private, only 
those initiated into the sw way may participate in the burial process. It is not clear why 
death is treated so secretly. Out of the many missionaries who have served among the 
sw for years ranging from 5-9, only one testified to having witnessed their burial only 
when he decided to disguise himself to attend.227 It is a taboo for anyone considered an 
outsider to witness their burial. All strangers or non sw residing in the village will not 
                                                 
225 Although there was no particular Qur’nic reference(s) given for the practice, it is not unlikely that the 
practice is based on the usual Qur’nic injunction of 24:31 and 33:59 concerning wearing the burqah, 
niqb, hijb and khimr as well as possible influence from their Muslim neighbours and the Digawa. In the 
past women were allowed the freedom to be out and about. But the situation differs now as they are 
secluded. Interview, Mallam Musa, Ningi, 04.12.96. van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of 
Jesus…” p. 44. 
226 Ibid. Generally speaking, tithes ( zakt) is a religious tithes, one of the five pillars of Islam, and one of 
the three requirements of the sw believer. The sw give 10% of their produce or income as tithes. 
They also give of the first fruit of the crop, this is usually given at harvest time. Ibid, p. 26. 
227 Interview, Matiyu Ayuba, Bukuru, 28.12.08. 
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even know that someone has died. The moment an sw dies, they have a way to signal 
one another that will go unnoticed by a stranger. It is said that to avoid any outsider 
knowing what has gone wrong, some of them will be left chatting with you until the 
burial is over before the news will be broken to you.  One can hardly notice it for the 
additional reason that they don’t mourn or cry whenever there is death. The sw bury 
their dead in a different manner to those around them. The body is washed by men or 
women depending on the sex of the diseased. The naked body is wrapped in white cloth, 
caskets are not used believing that we are destined to return naked as we came. The body 
is prayed over and the Qur’n read. After the burial, the grave is smoothed over or 
leveled in such a way that one can hardly recognize any indications. Sometimes the 
person is buried in his room after which the building is leveled and a new building 
erected, making it impossible to discern any visible sign of the grave. Once the burial is 
over, they will then announce the passing away of the member to the general public as it 
is very important to extend a greeting at the time of a death, but without giving money or 
gifts when greeting.228 Those in Ningi however use the same burial ground with Muslims 
for fear of being singled out. Prayers are said 3 days after the death, 7 days after and 40 
days after. As we have shown, the sw people believe that there is life after death; one 
either goes to heaven or hell.229   
 
6.5.2.6 The Qur’n and the Bible 
 
As indicated earlier, the Qur’n is considered the only authoritative basis for their belief. 
Being the sole word of God, they do not subscribe to the traditions (hadth) and 
commentaries on the Qur’n of any kind. They consider any opinion outside the Qur’n 
no matter important as mere talk or talk that is unreliable (zantuttuka). Although they 
don’t detest listening to stories from the Bible especially those that conform with their 
belief, they don’t hold it as authoritative. This is why The sw feel free to discuss the 
Tawrt (Torah), the Zabr (Psalms) or the Injl (Gospel) but only as they understand 
                                                 
228 Field notes, trip to Bauchi/Jigawa 10-27.11.08. 
229 Once there is a death in the village, the sw are quick to pass their own judgment depending on their 
perception of the diseased. If considered not a true follower of the sw way, they would say with some 
sense of certainty that the person is right in hell and vice versa.  
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them from the Qur’n. They are therefore in a way not very different from Muslims who 
consider the Bible adulterated. All they know about Jesus therefore comes from the 
Qur’n, not the Old Testament or New Testament. They claim to know secret and 
esoteric meanings and interpretations of the Qur’n which is not known to the Muslim 
tradition, but only to the members of the community.230 They even claim to even receive 
supernatural interpretations. The SUM-CRC research team points out that the Qur’n is, 
for the sw, “mystical in the sense that their interpretation is secretive and hidden, like 
a new egg to be protected as if the revelation is not yet complete.”231 This may be 
responsible for the reason behind some if not all of them considering the reading of the 
Qur’n as salvific in and by the reading itself.232 Unlike the Muslims, they use the 
handwritten loose leaf Qur’n in the older Arabic Script called “warash” (Ar. warsh) in 
which the vowel pointing is different from modern printed Arabic Script. Some of them 
are said to believe that the original Qur’n contained only consonants in capital letters 
until Jesus came and added the vowels.233 It is tradition within the sw communities to 
read the Qur’n not only every day but also to read it all the way through three times over 
the year. A seven day break is observed after they are through with each reading of the 
Qur’n, during which a ram is sacrificed. Some of them maintained that the sacrifice 
represent the community’s thanksgiving to God. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
230 G. W. G. Jibo, An Early History of Jesus Communities… p. 69. Linden links this to a possibly sf 
connections or Christian Watchtower movement which was gaining adherent among African Christians. I. 
Linden, “The sw Mallams…” P. 36. 
231 Mallam Bulus Audu Transcript, in I. Linden, “The sw Mallams…” p. 15. Linden also points out that, 
rather than taking sw exegesis as an import, the unique exegesis of the Jesus references in the Qur’n is 
the esoteric meaning of the Qur’n known by, but not revealed by orthodox Mallams. It is maintained that 
orthodox Islam itself precludes any and all such exegesis of the Jesus references in the Qur’n. Van C. Wyk 
and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 46. 
232 Field notes, Gubuci,  Bazana, 22-24.08.96. Interview, Umaru Guga, Matazu, 28.08.96. Ibid. 
233 Ibid. 
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6.5.3 Worship 
 
6.5.3.1 Qur’nic Reading234 
  
The central thrust of sw’s worship is the reading of the Qur’n every morning and 
evening. The mallams235 read in Arabic and then translate into Hausa. They are very 
dependent on the mallams to translate into Hausa. They can read Hausa in Ajami script, 
so most of them follow along in Hausa as the Qur’n is being translated. Reading of the 
Qur’n takes place early in the morning with tafsr at 7 a.m.; prayers said communally 
three times a day in the compound, the last set at 8 p.m. after the last meal. As indicated 
the reading itself is somehow considered propitiatory. The reading is important in that it 
is the only communal worship for the sw. It seems that not only is the Qur’n  seen as 
the divine and everlasting word of God, in much the same way Christians understand the 
Bible and Jesus to be, the reading itself seems to be considered as a communal activity 
that has salvific value in terms of heavenly rewards.   
The SUM-CRC Nigeria research team describes their experience of the morning reading 
and prayer vividly: 
 
We came to a square building plastered with cement but it had a mud roof. We 
were directed inside, we all removed our foot gear and entered into what appeared 
to be a gathering. One man was sitting by the far door facing the rest of the men. 
He was sitting very upright. He was reading Arabic from a page of the Qur’n and 
translating each line into Hausa as he read. There were four other older men 
sitting along the wall facing the rest of the men. We joined these men sitting in 
three rows facing the reader. There were mats on the floor but every one had a 
sheep or goat skin to sit on. We sat sideway with our feet to the right side leaning 
forward very low, resting on our left elbow. It seemed to me to be a sitting 
position that indicated respect and submission. We all sat the same way. Our 
entrance did not disturb anyone, they were all concentrating on their reading. 
                                                 
234 It is called Qur’nic reading because the sw do not recite the Qur’n as the Muslims do. They only 
gather each morning to listen to the Qur’n read and interpreted by the Mallam and thereafter pray. 
235 “The Mallam is the head of the village, he is the religious head. He receives the tithes of all sw men 
and is free to use this tithe to help others in his village or other villages. Sometimes he is also the 
Maiangwa (political head). If someone else is the Maiangwa, which is often the case, that person consults 
on everything with the religious head. The Mallam has two assistants, a vice – the right hand Mallam –, and 
the vice’s assistant – the left hand Mallam. This is also the position that they sit in at the Qur’nic reading.” 
See also van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 27. Confirmed in an Interview with 
Bulus, Jirgagu, 25.11.08. 
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Everyone had set of page in their right hand, many but not all had a Qur’n in 
front of them, but what was being read was in their right hand held in front of 
them. The pages were all hand written Arabic Script with color of green and red 
but the main writing was in black. It was hard to follow but it seemed to be a 
message from God by way of an angel. We do not know the name of the Sura 
(chapter), or the name of the angel since the reader had already started before we 
arrived. “Listen my people said Allh, is not Allh one? Why do you go after 
other gods? Are there not many ways in the world? But Allh’s way is the only 
one, only the wise knows who is the fool. Is he not the one who forgets death? It 
is better to have the hereafter than life where the fool thinks it never ends. Who 
are the seers of these days? Should they not learn from the wise? It is foolish to 
believe them because only Allh is all knowing.236   
 
The reading normally lasts for about 20-30 minutes before the leader would close with 
prayer. It seems that the rest of the family is not included in worship either at the reading 
room or at home. They seem to do so in so much as they choose to be involved on their 
own. It is said that some husbands involve their children and wives at home but this has 
not been proved as to how this is accomplished.  
 
6.5.3.2 Prayer 
   
Prayer is the second type of worship for the sw. Some rules guiding their prayer are 
that they do not summon their members to prayer by a call to prayer in any form for 
reasons stated above. They also do not use prayer beads as a general rule. However, this 
is changing as some of the younger men are now using them.237 Commenting on why 
they do not have mosques, their usual answer is “religion is of the heart, our houses are 
our mosques.”238 They pray in any position, at any time, and in any direction. They don’t 
face Mecca to pray. They remain seated with their hands open during prayer. There are 
no memorized prayers in Arabic. Individual prayers are very important. No more need for 
                                                 
236 It may appear that the sw use other written sources other than the hand written Qur’n since the quote 
at the end of the quotation is not Qur’nic. Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” pp. 
47-8. 
237 Interview, Mallam Iliyasu, Bukuru, 28.12.08. 
238 One sees few mosques in some villages however, not used for prayers but just as a cover up to blend 
with their Muslim neighbors, as some of them testified. 
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rak`a or qiblah. Prayers are more of an individual spontaneous exercise239 because it is 
believed that “The religion of `s and the Qur’n had now been liberated from stilted 
and hypocritical forms.”240 Observing the Ramadan fast and undertaking the hajj are not 
required. In fact, some of them see it as hypocritical and self-serving. Since God is 
everywhere, one has no need to go to Mecca to find him. Observing the five pillars of 
Islam creates hypocrisy and false faith as they believed that ostentatious acts of religion 
do not bring about piety. They therefore pray only three times a day instead of five 
claiming to be emulating the Israelites (Daniel 6:10). They pray early in the morning after 
performing the ablution. Not all of them observe the communal afternoon prayer but most 
do in the evening. Some individuals and mallams are said to observe private prayers at 
midnight. Additionally, some do join their Muslim neighbours during Muslim prayers to 
avoid any suspicion and persecution. Unlike Muslims’ ablution, the sw wash their face 
“two or three times with both hands. The mouth is rinsed out. The hands are washed up to 
the elbows two or three times. The feet are washed up to the knee two or three times. The 
private parts are washed. White dress is always worn but for prayer a special white toga 
(suhuriya) is used.”241 They ensure that the toga and the white blanket locally made by 
themselves for prayer are clean and of good quality more than those they use daily and 
for sleeping. The calluses on the knees, forearms and on the back of the fingers of most 
sw devotees like their Muslim counterparts are a testimony to their commitment to 
prayer.242 The head of each household has an exclusive room set aside for his prayers and 
he ensures that his children are not expose to the teachings of other mallams other than 
sw mallams. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
239 They have much freedom in terms of prayer as there is no community obligation to participate. It is 
largely to personal discretion as to how much time one spends in prayer. See Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, 
“The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 49.   
240 D. S. Gilliland, “Principles of the Christian Approach…” p. 7. Although this sounds more like a 
prejudice comment, it captures sw’s disdain for these rituals.  
241 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 49.  
242 Field notes, Bataya, 13.03.97. Ibid. 
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6.5.3.3 Fasting 
   
Fasting is their third type of worship. As indicated, they do not fast during Ramadan, 
even though many do pretend they do. Despite the rejection of any formal public 
Ramadan fast, fasting had become routinised with a complicated schedule two days a 
month, sometimes three, to make up the total of the normal Muslim Ramadan. But it is 
more of an individual exercise than a communal thing as being observed by the 
conventional Muslims. They shave their head and face at the end of every fast.243 Should 
one miss the shaving at that point, one would wait for the next fast in order to shave. All 
hair shaved is buried.  
 
`d al-kabr (the remembrance of Abraham’s attempted sacrifice of Isaac/Ishmael) marks 
the other fasting time. Although they cannot point to the Qur’nic reference that Jesus 
fasted as an infant, they claim that period of their fast which last for ten days is done to 
commemorate Jesus’ fast as an infant as relayed in the Qur’n. At the end of the ten day 
fast, each household sacrifices a ram as a substitute for the family members as it was for 
Isaac/Ishmeal. All sw communities celebrate the end of the fast with much meat to go 
round. Unlike in normal circumstances when the blood of any ram killed is cooked, the 
blood of the ram sacrificed to mark the end of the fast is not eaten but spilled. The 
meaning of the substitution remains hazy, although all sw see it as a means of 
invoking God’s peace and forgiveness for the entire family. There seems to be 
restrictions on foods such as the prohibition on pork practiced among Muslims. However, 
it was difficult to confirm rigid adherence throughout the sw communities.   
 
 6.6 Socio-Economic, Cultural and Political Life 
 
6.6.1 Occupations and Village Life 
 
Having examined their religious belief and practice, it is important to discuss their socio-
cultural and political life so as to have a more comprehensive understanding of the sw 
                                                 
243Interview, Mallam Jamil, Jirgagu, 26.11.08. 
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people. The history and religious conviction of a people passing through their wilderness 
experience as the Israelites of old, as they see it, gives some clue as to what their typical 
existence would be. More so, their emphasis on the other-worldly as exemplified by Jesus 
rather than the accumulative instinct of other humans here and now guides their everyday 
living. As such, the typical sw people (except the very few now resident in some 
Nigerian cities, mostly Christians) are simple rural people who survive through farm 
work. They are basically subsistence farmers using no modern mechanized farm 
implements as is the case in most developing countries. “Village life revolves around the 
land, the farming seasons and farm work. Farm land is considered a premium among the 
sw people. Members of the village must never sell land to an outsider.”244 Their other-
worldly worldview has not made them market-oriented. This has led to an ethnic group of 
hard working people, growing food for themselves in traditional ways. They try to assist 
one another within the sw community instead of turning to outsiders for help. They 
also assist new comers245 to their communities with farm land.246 There is limited literacy 
rate among them due to the realities of their lifestyle. However, some of the adults can 
read and write.247 Due to the changes taking place, especially with the entry of some 
sw children into public schools (Boko),248 some of them can read Roman script. 
Otherwise, most of the adults who can read are limited to the Arabic script.  
 
                                                 
244 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 24. Its worth noting that they don’t pray 
for rain when delayed during farming season as is the normal practice among other ethnic and religious 
groups, believing in God’s providence. 
245 Although they try to gain converts through new settlements and their exemplary lifestyles, they do not 
actively encourage conversion. New converts who join their communities are observed for about three 
years before they are properly accepted and initiated into the sw way.  
246 Some of the crops cultivated include millet, corn, guinea corn, and beni seed.  In the last 25 years or so 
“they have started to use animal traction. In some areas there are many teams, using a moldboard walking 
plow which throws the soil both left and right leaving ridges which works well in the sandy soil of 
Northern Nigeria. They also use a two wheel cart (Amalanke). The sw call the cart a kura. Animal teams 
are very expensive about N100,000 but those who have them are well off. During the dry season many 
people farm the low areas for vegetables such as tomatoes, beans and onions. If water is available for 
irrigation wheat is also grown.” Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 24. 
247 Because they accept only the Qur’n as the word of God, they read only the Qur’n. 
248 The Hausa people use boko to differentiate between Arabic and Roman Script. Boko is used 
derogatorily denoting deceit or fraud. Hence, when they say “Yan boko za ku yi bokoko a wuta”, they mean 
that “you sons of Roman Script you will bob up and down in hell fire.” They associate Roman Script with 
kafurchi (those without religion). This is why many sw are hesitant to send their children to Government 
School in order not to be influenced negatively by kafurchi. However, those sw population that are 
closer to large population centres have allowed some of their children to acquire boko education at primary 
level. See van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “Ther sw Disciples of Jesus…” pp. 24-5. 
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Although many trace their roots to Kano,249 most of them live in remote areas far from 
the main road. Their persecution in the past is responsible for their rural dwelling, far 
from centers of mixed population. This accounts for about 95% of their settlements 
secluded in deserts, beyond rivers, in forests or on the hills. These natural barriers have 
become “Allh’s defense” against possible invasion by their enemies. They still remain in 
these places. 
 
Their houses are simple similar to the small mud roofed houses of their Muslim 
neighbours. Contrary to what used to be the case when all reading rooms had grass roofs, 
some of them have pan roofs now including even residential homes. Their pattern of 
locating all reading rooms in the middle of the town is also beginning to change due to 
the expansion of the villages. However, the reading rooms are always built close to or 
connected to the mallam’s compound. Many are abandoning the normal round huts with 
grass roofs for square building with a pan roof. A typical sw compound and their 
living conditions is described by the SUM-CRC research team as “the typical compounds 
remained walled in with the buildings forming part of the wall and most entrances facing 
the compound. It is only the husband’s house that faces away from the compound but 
also forming part of the wall…. According to Gremar Van Wyk and Rachel Hoga, the 
married women that they met had a variety of living conditions. The uwargida (chief 
wife) and the second wife had metal single beds with mattresses; their newly married 
daughters had single canopy beds with mattresses. The walls were lined with dishes in all 
the women quarters and some had radios. The mallam’s compound had two pit latrines 
and washing places, one for the mallam and one for the wives.”250  
 
They also live on simple diet comprising of mostly tuwa with miyan kuka devoid of meat 
and fura. Meat is only eaten occasionally especially during festivities like naming 
ceremonies, breaking of fast etc. Apart from pork, they also do not eat meat from animals 
                                                 
249 Ibid, p. 25. 
250 Gremar van Wyk and Rachel Hoga accompanied their husbands, van Case Wyk and Hosea Hoga 
respectively and had access to the sw women. van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “Ther sw Disciples of 
Jesus…” pp. 25-26.  
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that eat meat. They prefer animals that only eat leaves.251 In general they avoid eating 
anything that would be suggestive of luxurious living. Those food items considered 
luxurious like rice and beans as well as domestic animals like chickens, goats, sheep, 
cows etc are mostly sold out to generate income.  
 
sw men spend most of their time whenever they are back from their farms outside 
[delete ‘of’] their compounds. Food is brought on the streets to eat with friends according 
to age grades. Apart from the eating and the usual small talk, weaving and other 
occupations are carried out on the streets at those times. Although the main occupation is 
farming done only by men, most people have a dry season occupation such as weaving 
cloth, tailoring, petty trading and carpentry.252 Some also rear animals like cows goats 
and sheep. Their simplicity is predicated by the belief that everything on this side of the 
earth is temporal. Hence, goods and wealth are considered distractions from following 
God. Most sw men with assets worth over 10,000 Euros still sleep on the floor with 
only mats due to this conviction. They do not only despise wealth but also the cultures 
around them. Non-sw cultures are considered worldly and they discourage their 
members form emulating the lifestyles of their non-sw neighbours. They emphasize 
honesty, hard work and good character as opposed to what they consider the licentious 
lifestyles of their neighbours. They also despise practices like the casting of spells and 
curses and the practice of witchcraft rampant among their Muslim neighbours.253   
 
                                                 
251 The avoid eating any animal that eats meat believing that such animals are juyayyu, human beings who 
were turned animals for their disobedience. Such animals include Monkey, stinking shrew-mouse, lizard, 
tortoise, land-monitor, water-monitor, frog, giant rat or bandicoot, ground-squirrel and small gecko lizard. 
Others include skink lizard, porcupine, rat, dog, hyena etc. For example monkeys are believed to be 
changed Fulanis who used to deliberately allowed their cows to eat or destroy people’s crops whenever 
they saw that they were away. Stinking shrew-mouse (Jaba) are believed to be humans who refused to stop 
working in the night. Land-monitors (Damo), water-monitors (Guza), and frogs are believed to be 
fishermen who insisted on fishing at night. Giant rat or bandicoot (Gafiya), were women who used to steal 
from their husbands while rats were humans who were notorious thieves.  Interview, Mallam Musa and 
Bulus Nakwari, Girgagu, Bauchi, 25.11.08. 
252 There are conditions to learning a trade, the most significant being maturity. Before a father teaches his 
son any trade, he will wait until he is married or considered mature. This is to avoid falling into temptations 
that go with knowing a trade since it exposes one to the outside world. The temptations include smoking, 
drinking, and prostitution. See Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 26. 
Confrimed during field research trip in Jirgagu, Bauchi, 24.11.08. 
253 Interview, Matiyu Ayuba, Bukuru, 28.12.08. 
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They welcome Christians into their midst, and always like to listen to the stories of 
miracles performed by “Annab sa.” They even go to the extent of calling Christians 
“yan’uwa”, meaning "brethren". They claim that they are closely related to the Christians 
religiously. Additionally, they feel an affinity with the Christians due to their pacifist 
worldview. They repeatedly allude to the fact that the non-violent disposition of the 
Christians has been a major attraction to them. These could be seen as part of the factors 
responsible for many Christians considering the sw Christian, as aforesaid.254 The 
research team of the SUM-CRC Nigeria attest to the fact that they were often welcomed 
to participate in the reading of the Qur’n and have been asked to pray for them. They are 
also willing to pray for Christians.255 It should however be noted, as observed from the 
beginning that they don’t accept people as freely as one would want whether Christian or 
Muslim. One is accepted based on one’s personality and actions. 
 
To an outsider, women could be considered as being at the bottom of the social ladder 
due to purdah,256 their main occupation being mat weaving. However, Gremar van Wyk 
and Rachel Hoga reported that “in one of their overnight stays with the right hand 
mallam’s wife, the women were said to have indicated that they had a good life and did 
not seem to miss their freedom.” As an exception to the mat weaving, they also found 
that one of the women worked as a seamstress to serve the women at Palgore village.257   
It is difficult to know whether the women attend the reading of the Qur’n or are taught 
to read as some sw men claimed. However, the SUM-CRC research team could testify 
                                                 
254 In a recent lecture to students of church History at the University of Jos, a lecturer who obviously had a 
superficial knowledge of the sw people suggested that they be accepted into the Christian family in 
Nigeria under the umbrella of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN). Chat with Jidauna, 14th 
February, 2009. Although admittedly they feel more comfortable with Christians than with Muslims, they 
consider the Christian story as flawed. For example, they strongly see no reason why Christians contend 
that Jesus was the son of God or that he actually was killed. 
255 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 27. 
256 Although they practice purdah, they could visit each other by moving from compound to compound 
along the back of the compound where access is provided for that purpose. They are allowed to cross the 
main street in the night. Some could even fetch water at the well as long as it is dark. Women who want to 
travel are accompanied by their husbands. The very traditional sw do not allow their women to ride in 
motor vehicles. Ibid, p. 28. This to avoid what they see as permissiveness or threat to the security of the 
family. The women seem to have accepted their status as something ordained by God and are therefore 
comfortable with it. See J. D. Woodberry ed., Muslims & Christians on the Emmaus Road, (California: 
MARC, 1989): p. 31. 
257 Ibid. pp. 27-28. 
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that they saw what was a “walled off area at Mallamawa (Baban Sara), next to the 
reading room connected to the Mallam’s compound where the women sit and listen.”258 
They were able to see this because according to them the wall of their reading room had 
fallen in living the area exposed. In my interview with Matiyu Ayuba, a missionary who 
has served among the sw for about nine years, he observed that only women who have 
reached menopause are allowed to attend.259 In Mallam Musa’s compound however, 
where Gremar and Rachel stayed, the women neither performed the Muslim prayers nor 
did they participate in the reading.260 Field notes reveal that at Mallamawa (Palgore) 
however there was no provision of any connecting area attached to the reading room 
where the women could listen to the reading in private. Women are said to feel freer to 
listen to the reading in other locations in the village.261 
 
6.6.2 Married Life 
 
Women marry at 13 or 14 years of age. As in most Nigerian context, the groom and his 
bride stays with the groom’s parents (virilocal residence). The mallam is always the link 
between the groom’s father and the would-be bride’s father. Once the groom’s father 
makes their intention known to the mallam long before she is 13 or 14, he in turn asks the 
chosen girl’s father. Even when the father agrees, the girl is not told until the time comes, 
that is, when she is 13 or 14 years of age. When the girl finally is told, she has two 
options to say either no or yes. Where the answer is no, she will be given one year to find 
someone else. Failure to find a new suitor within the stipulated time, she will be forced to 
marry her first choice which she earlier rejected. In case she finds a new suitor, the 
marriage will be contracted even when the young man had asked someone else 
previously. 262 Marriages are arranged within the sw fold only. They however marry 
                                                 
258 Field notes on trip to Gumel area Oct. 25, 1996. Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of 
Jesus…” p. 28. 
259 Matiyu Ayuba, Interview, Jos, 28.12.08. 
260 It is reported by Gremar van Wyk and Rachel Hoga that they met a woman who could read and write. 
They saw the wooden slate that she had been writing on. She was not however willing to reveal who had 
taught her or how she learned to read and write. Field notes Mallamawa (Palgore) 22.11.96. 
261 Interview with Lawan, 03.08.96, in van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…” p. 28. 
262 Ibid, p. 30. 
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non-sw women into their group.263 Marriage between first cousins is allowed. The 
marriage is consummated once the bride wealth by the groom is paid including “four 
cloths (turmi zane), two pair of sandals, two sets of earrings and necklaces, two T-shirts, 
two bottles of perfume, two veils, and two sets of underwear…. Different sets of 
enameled dishes”.264 At the appropriate time, the marriage is solemnized with a prayer by 
the mallam at the compound of the groom to be followed by some sorts of celebrations. It 
is the responsibility of the father of the groom to cover the bride wealth for his son’s wife 
including the cost of the celebrations. Additionally, if the son stays in the compound of 
his father, the father will also cover for subsequent wives, following the same procedure 
as for the first wife.265  
 
The SUM-CRC research team revealed that if the girl is found not to be a virgin, the 
groom may send her back to her parents as an indictment for their failure to train their 
daughter well. However, the girl has an option to stay provided she is willing to repent. In 
this instance, she will go to the mallam to confess her mistake.266 A married woman 
caught in adultery could be divorced by her husband.267 The penalty for men caught in 
adultery however is severe. The man is banished or ostracized from the village until he 
repents. The process of repentance involved feeding the mallam’s family for three 
months before the mallam can restore the adulterer to fellowship through the required 
procedures including a prayer for forgiveness. 
 
                                                 
263 Because they claim that the Muslims indulge in immoral acts (awala), they don’t give their daughters to 
then in order not to be influenced. They feel that to intermarry with other Muslims is to defile the sw 
group. Consequently, some of them prefer to give their daughters to close relatives who are seen to be very 
keen and strong in the beliefs and practice of their faith. However, they try to foster benevolent 
relationships with the neighbouring peoples, whether Muslims or traditionalists. Most non-sw women 
are said to be eager to marry the sw once they become familiar with them. Field notes, trip to Jirgagu 
26.11.08. Confirmed in van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, Ibid. 
264 Ibid, p. 30. 
265 Ibid. 
266 “She may claim that she did not know that she had done wrong or she may claim ignorance.” Ibid. 
267 When caught, she has to go and live with her parent for a three month duration. The husband will decide 
whether to have her back or not after this period. In the event that he does not want to have her back, the 
Mallam will announce at the morning prayer meeting her freedom to marry someone else in the presence of  
the former husband. Then she is free to remarry. Some finalize their separation in secular court today. Ibid, 
p. 31. 
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Bareness is seen as a reason for divorce because it is believed that only God gives the 
blessing of children to any family. Bareness is not seen as the fault of the woman as it is 
the case in many African cultures. The woman therefore has the choice to stay with her 
husband or leave. The man is free to marry additional wife or wives in order to try to 
produce offspring. Women do not use modern methods of birth control as far as one was 
able to understand. Each birth is followed by a 40 day seclusion of the woman to observe 
the required daily cleansing as obtainable also in Islam. It is claimed that “after this 
period, there is no restriction as to marital relations.”268 Although many sw men have 
one wife with those who can afford it having more, the trend now seem to be that most of 
them marry or want to marry more than one wife at a time and divorce and remarry at 
will. It will seem to the outsider that women do not feel free to communicate with their 
husbands at least openly as they mostly meet their husbands only on bended knees with 
no eye contact whenever the husbands come into the compound or whenever they want to 
speak with them.  
 
Although it is alleged that there are some older women in the village who are designated 
to help the women with delivery,269 the woman suffer and even die in the process of 
delivery. A nursing sister who had worked among them stated that they are often left 
alone during labor, usually in the bath room area until they hear the screaming and first 
cry of the delivered baby before they would ever come to help.270 It is believed that 
“Allh ne mai bayarwa da ciki shine zai fitar” or “Allh ne ya daura mata, shi zai cire 
mata” (lit.: it is God who gave her the pregnancy and only He can remove the baby for 
her). Many deaths have resulted from this. Some of the women allege that on some 
occasions of difficult delivery or sickness, their husband do take them to the hospitals.271 
Some men however are said to visit the hospitals secretly when the danger is to 
themselves.272 Once the baby is delivered, he or she starts eating solid food.    
                                                 
268 Ibid. Confirmed in an interview with Bulus, Jirgagu, 25.11.08. 
269 A medical person working in an sw village contradicts this claim. Ibid.   
270 Ibid.   
271 The sw do not attend clinic generally. This has been confirmed from many including personal 
witness. 
272 Bulus said many of them do come to him under the cover of the night so he could buy medicine for them 
in medical stores, something he said they would not do for their children. He said that one of them was 
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Physical healing by prayer is a conviction they hold dear. They believe that prayer and 
prayer alone “domin darajar sa” (for Christ’s sake) can bring healing for the sick. One 
sw man said “if God is not able or not willing to heal us, then who else is able to heal 
us”! In that regard the sw don’t sha rubutu (drink writing). 273  Their belief in divine 
healing is responsible for their not using charms or talismans for protection or for 
healing. One could therefore see that their children don’t carry charms and amulets as the 
Muslims in that area usually do. Pregnant women are prayed for as well as the sick. 
Generally speaking, they don’t go to hospital for treatment. They consider going to the 
hospital as limiting the power of God to heal.  
 
The boys are circumcised at the age of six to eight with procedures not different from that 
of the Muslims. A portion is given to the boys to drink as the analgesic to be followed by 
a sort of cream applied on the wound after some days. Both of these items are 
traditionally produced locally. The wounds are often highly infected due to poor sanitary 
facilities coupled with the procedure of the circumcision itself.274 
 
6.6.3 Political Life 
 
For anyone unfamiliar with the sw setup and nature of existence in remote locations, it 
is tempting to assume that they don’t have any form of government. The backwardness in 
terms of infrastructural and other social amenities further portray a group of people that 
could be seen as not in touch with the secular Nigeria government, local, regional or 
national. Their reticence concerning their religious belief and practice including their 
locations and leaders further complicate the situation. What one would not fail to notice 
                                                                                                                                                 
underwent surgery in far away Jos without the knowledge of the other villagers. Interview, Mallam Bulus, 
Jirgagu, 24.11.08. 
273 Sha rubutu is a common practice among Muslims in Nigeria. The Muslim mallams make a lot of money 
from it. They are hired to write certain Qur’nic verses on wooden slates with soluble black ink. This 
writing is washed off and drunk by the patient or by the person seeking healing, blessings, or prosperity. 
274 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…,” p. 33. 
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on a closer interaction however is the prominence of the mallam in each village. The 
mallams combine all political and religious roles. “All power in the village, religious or 
political, is held by the Mallam.”275 The villagers see the mallams as next to God and 
therefore their power is absolute. All decisions at the family to the communal levels are 
mostly taken by the mallams and are accepted as from God. As Jesus was submissive to 
God, all sws duly submit to their leaders as a sign of their emulation of Jesus. The 
simplicity and the other-worldly outlook of the mallams are understood to point to their 
closeness to God. Leadership is hereditary. However, it could temporary vested in some 
else if there is no qualified person in the said family at a given time. An example is given 
of Dan Zomo where Mallam Musa delegates to his uncle the responsibility of reading and 
interpreting the Qur’n on his behalf.276 Most sw leaders who are generally related 
trace their roots to Mallam Ibrahim, the founder, or other prominent leaders of the past. 
Apart from the village mallams, there is also a national leader assisted by four 
assistants.277 In line with their simplistic lifestyle, these leaders are not paid. They support 
themselves from their farm. Apart from the tithes (1/10) that accrue to the mallams from 
the villagers, it seems there are other ways they are assisted materially. Otherwise, one 
could not explain how they cope with their visitation responsibility across all the sw 
villages from time to time especially when the need arises. All the mallams congregate at 
least once or twice a year as situations demand to take orders from the national leader for 
onward dissemination at the local levels. It is not clear how the national leader and the 
four assistants are selected. It is also not clear whether inheritance is determinative.  
 
Concerning their relationship with the state and their role in secular politics, most of them 
eschew anything that has to do with secular politics. Their strong feeling against 
materialism and worldliness is responsible for this. Anyone involved in secular politics is 
                                                 
275 Ibid. 
276 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…,” p. 33. 
277 Although meant to be kept secret, it is important to mention their names here. The present national 
leader is Mallam Yakubu Alhasan (Kano). He is assisted by Mallam Sule Miko (Kano), Mallam Sama’ i 
Audu (Jigawa), Mallam Inusa Almu (Jigawa) and Mallam Shaibu Usman (Jigawa). These leaders enjoy 
enormous power and could order their followers to disregard any government law they regard as offensive 
to sw way and the members will happily comply. In fact, it is not too much an exaggeration to say that 
they are in a sense a state within a state especially when it comes to issues that are considered offensive to 
them.  
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considered worldly. Their simple-living is all geared towards the prevention of being 
exposed to what they consider is the decadence of modern life around them. However, as 
a minority group among the dominant Muslim population, they pay their taxes to the 
local Muslim emirs. They also allow their younger ones to join in local campaigns during 
campaign periods and are also allowed to vote in local elections only as to blend with the 
society. They accept any campaign incentives typical of the Hausa-land like salt, magi, 
rappers, etc to vote for candidates. All these and many more are done only to blend with 
the wider society and to avoid detection and consequent persecution. This deliberate 
effort at mutual co-existence is responsible for the perception among those who live 
around the sw that they (sw) are “peaceful people, honest, masu rikon amana 
(fulfilling their promises and obligations), and helping those even outside of the 
immediate sw community.”278 
 
6.7 Conclusion 
 
Although not all the sub-topics treated relate directly to Jesus, the sw believe they are 
what they are because of their special relationship to Jesus. Their religious belief and 
practice as well as their everyday village life are said to be molded after Jesus as specially 
revealed to them from the Holy Qur’n. Their desire to live free of all crimes and vices, 
their simplicity and non-violent disposition, all derive from Jesus’ exemplary life, have a 
telling effect on their relationship with their neighbors. Although their perceptions of 
Jesus lacks any sophistication that the critical mind would demand, they attribute every 
success in their life to it. It is also responsible for their peaceful co-existence with their 
neighbours. We will do well to borrow a leaf from their insights which is what we will 
turn to in our analysis in the concluding chapter.  
 
                                                 
278 Van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw Disciples of Jesus…,” p. 33. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: SUMMARY, EVALUATION, CONCLUSIONS AND 
QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH.  
 
 
7.1 Summary 
 
As indicated from the outset, this thesis is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter 
which forms the general introduction, contains the problem and purpose of the study, the 
significance of the study, its scope and limitation, research questions, hypothesis, data 
sources and methodology, structure of the thesis and a review of related literature. Apart 
from a glimpse about Nigerian Muslim perceptions of Jesus deduced from the reviewed 
literature, how Christianity and Nigerian Christians are perceived by their Muslim 
neighbours can also be deduced from the literature reviewed. This perception has 
implications for Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria either explicitly or implicitly as we 
have shown. While it is taken for granted, given the Nigerian reality, that the 
representation and presentations of Jesus by the Christian population to their Muslim 
neighbours have not always been helpful, the materials reviewed give a depiction of Jesus 
within the Muslim community that leaves much to be desired, given the fact that Jesus is 
highly esteemed in Islam. Understandably, the focus seems to be on polemics and 
apologetics as depicted in the works of Ahmed Deedat, the Gospel of Barnabas and the 
many materials produced locally rather than on an objective representation of Jesus 
available in Islamic sources. This possibly accounts for the non-utilization of the hadth 
and other classic and modern Muslim literature on Jesus, which are rich in their 
representations of Jesus. However, this does not represent the whole picture as the 
literature reviewed shows. As earlier indicated, no one can claim to be a true Muslim 
without respect for the prophet Jesus as demanded by the Qur’anic text.  Within the 
Islamic (Qur’nic and hadth) framework, the positive and conciliatory projection of 
Jesus opens a window of immense value indicating that although Christians and Muslims 
differ in their perceptions at some points, they share a lot in common. The positive effects 
of this understanding in both faith traditions need not be overemphasized. The reviewed 
literature leave no stone unturned in demonstrating that Jesus, like other prophets, 
occupies a central place in Muslim piety. 
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The second chapter focuses on Islam and Muslims in Nigeria. As a starting point, the 
chapter begins with a brief survey of the Nigerian historical development and the 
situation that existed among the indigenous population before both Islam and Christianity 
made their ways into the country. The advent of both Islam and Christianity brought a 
strain on that relatively peaceful situation. The chapter explores the historical processes 
through which religious identities and issues evolved right from pre-independence days 
through the colonial era up to the present. More attention was paid to Islamic slavery and 
the 19th century Jihâd with a view at illustrating their impact not only on the spread of 
Islam in Nigeria but also to show how they contributed to the polarization of Nigeria into 
Muslim and non-Muslim communities. The polarization further widened during the 
colonial era. The Muslims, and the non-Muslims who had found their new identity in 
Christianity, grew apart as both groups dwelled on issues that divide rather than on those 
that unite. The division found expression in party politics in such a way that political 
parties before and following independence were overtly ethnic, regional and religious in 
conception, character and profile. Even the political parties that were said to be national 
in character, right from inception, but more from the second republic to the present, are 
mostly only so in name as votes are still canvassed along religious lines and interests. In 
the first republic, the late Sardauna, Sir Ahmadu Bello, seized the opportunity upon his 
ascension to the corridor of power as he used religion for his political survival, thereby 
further polarizing the divide. The thirty years of military rule, which were dominated 
mostly by Northern Muslim rulers, further alienated the non-Muslim population. A 
survey of Nigeria’s major Islamic groups and organizations and their perceptions of Jesus 
form the concluding section of the chapter. 
 
In chapter three, we used case studies of selected violent clashes between Christians and 
Muslims to demonstrate the nature and character of religious conflicts in Nigeria. The 
unjust historical processes and the long suppressed anxiety and frustration in view of the 
historical past led to a violent expression in late 1970’s and early 1980’s up to the 
present. The violent conflicts show that a complex interplay of factors is responsible for 
the crises. We however noted that not all relationships in Nigeria are conflictive as many 
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Muslims and Christians still live in harmony even in areas that have been hit hard by 
violent crises. 
 
Chapter four focuses on the role of religion in situations of conflict in Nigeria. Although 
many factors are responsible for the incessant inter-religious crises in Nigeria, we 
decided to pick up the issue of religious manipulation and argued that contrary to what 
many are made to think, the so-called ‘defenders’ of religion (Muslims or Christians), 
mostly made up of the bourgeois or elite class, only use religion as a ploy to hoodwink 
the unsuspecting for their parochial and selfish socio-economic and political interests. 
The chapter argues that the manipulation thrives not only because those who are being 
manipulated are mostly ignorant of the fact that they are being manipulated, but also 
because their religious convictions seem to be the only cherished assets they possess 
having been deprived of the basic things of life. Hence, many do not give a second 
thought to violence in the name of defending his or her religion against the supposed 
“enemy”. The chapter also notes that some tiny minorities are not driven by non-religious 
motives, but also by deep religious conviction due to the increasing radicalization of both 
faiths locally and internationally. The chapter traces instances where religion has been 
manipulated – beginning with the politics of the First Republic under the late Sardauna, 
Ahmadu Bello to the civil war, the prolonged military rule, election campaigns, the 
shar`a  issue and the use of the media. As a result, Nigeria has been further polarized 
along the religious divide, which has been the breeding ground for the many violent 
confrontations that have been witnessed in Nigeria. While many local, including foreign 
scholars, who have written on the inter-play of religion and politics, have nailed down the 
manipulation thesis as a fundamental factor to Nigerian inter-religious crises, others have 
sought to explain it away as non-essential by pointing in other directions. These 
directions include the insinuations that the conflicts are due to the alleged barbaric and 
predatory nature of Nigerians themselves, or a normal process of development, or the 
scrambling for Nigeria’s alleged scarce resources, or the natural response by a people 
who are said to become culturally aware, thereby discarding what they consider secular, 
colonial legacy, prolonged military rule, etc. The chapter argues that while some of these 
said factors cannot be completely dismissed, the fact that religion is being manipulated 
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should not be denied. It is one of the factors responsible for the crises and should be 
treated with all seriousness. The trend can only be reversed, when those who are being 
manipulated know the intrigues of the manipulators and decide to refuse to be 
manipulated henceforth.  
 
Chapter five dwells on the perceptions of Jesus in Islam with a view to exposing Nigerian 
Muslims and Christians to what they share in common regarding Jesus, which have 
hitherto remained unknown and/or in some instances concealed to the masses. As 
indicated in the introductory chapter, both Muslims and Christians in Nigeria are ignorant 
about the religion of each other including even a subject that is so dear to both faiths, 
Jesus. The chapter demonstrates the richness in Islamic traditions regarding Jesus as a 
basis for understanding not only the subsequent chapter but also the overall outcome of 
the thesis. Consequently, the chapter focuses on the representations of Jesus in Islamic 
sources, particularly the Qur’n and the hadth. We also looked at the perceptions of 
Jesus in Sfism and Ahmadiyya including the representations in Muslim polemics and 
apologetics, modern Muslim literature as well as in popular Islam. Studies on Jesus’ 
image from Islamic sources by western scholars of religion and Islam were also surveyed. 
While the Qur’n dwells mostly on the importance of the person of Mary, the birth 
narratives and extended polemics against the people of the book in its bid to give a true 
representation of Jesus as intended, the hadth, both Sunnite and Shi`ite, pay particular 
attention on the physical description of Jesus, thereby forming a unique Islamic view of 
Jesus absent in Christianity, and his role in the eschaton. Although his will be a 
diminishing role compared to Muhammad’s, he is depicted as the one who will usher in 
the Islamic utopia on earth after defeating the al-Dajjl or Anti-Christ as a prelude to the 
final Judgment Day. Both the Qur’n and the hadth show high regard for Jesus. The 
hadith even have the Prophet Muhammad speak of the closeness between Jesus and 
himself. It also hints at Mary and Jesus’ sinlessness in terms that could be considered 
superior to other Islamic prophets who are also considered sinless. The significance of 
Jesus’ suffering is important as it emphasizes its own origins in the sufferings of Imam 
Husayn at the hands of the Islamic ruler. Although all the sources discussed have a tone 
similar as that found in the Qur’n: the denial of his deity and (atoning) death, etc, with 
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some depicting Jesus in the light of their socio-political struggles, they however almost 
unanimously acknowledge that Jesus was a person close to God and highly honoured by 
God and one who lived a miraculous life. Sfism carries this depiction further by 
projecting Jesus not only as the one closest to God but also as the example for all 
believers. In Sfism, which cuts across all spectrums of Muslim groups, Jesus ceases to 
be a set of ideas to be disapproved or approved of but is someone to be loved and 
emulated with effects on relationships as we shall show. This chapter demonstrates that 
the Jesus of Islam, if properly understood within the Islamic framework by both Muslims 
and Christians, can be a natural entrance point for dialogue, the end result of which will 
be the mutual co-existence, which this thesis proposes for. It also gives clues to 
understanding the sw group in view of their history, religious beliefs and practice.   
 
Chapter six focuses on the sw people and their perceptions of Jesus. Being the thrust 
of the thesis, the chapter is aimed at substantiating the claim that the sw people have 
remained uninvolved in the violent clashes that have characterized the Nigerian space in 
the past two or three decades because of their unalloyed submissiveness to Jesus. Their 
allegiance to Jesus is closely tied to their history as a people group. Mallam Ibrahim’s 
search for the truth as a result of the laxity that had set in following the Jihâd onslaught 
and reform bid of ‘Uthman Dan Fodio, led him to a radical reinterpretation of Qur’nic 
references on Jesus, in which Jesus is understood to be the closest to God among all 
Qur’nic prophets including Muhammad and therefore should be followed. His discovery 
and devotion to the course soon attracted followers, a development that incurred the 
wrath of the powers-that-be. Founded in Kano at a time when the Jihâd memory was still 
fresh, their persecution up to Mallam Ibrahim's execution together with some of his 
followers provided the opportunity for the movement to demonstrate a radical alternative 
to repaying evil with evil, as Mallam Ibrahim insisted on a non-violent approach. Since 
then, pacifism has been their watchword despite constant persecution and provocation – 
not because of cowardice or their alleged minority status, as some people see it, but 
because of their desire to emulate Jesus. After tracing the history of the sw movement 
from its inception to the present, the chapter discusses the unique place Jesus occupies 
not only in their religious life but also in their occupational and day to day village life. 
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Although Jesus’ alleged divinity and crucifixion as well as the concept of the trinity are 
contested like in Muslim circles, they do not form the basis of their attachment to Jesus. 
As in Sfism, although with substantial variants which fall outside our scope and 
therefore need not delay us here, Jesus ceases to be a set of ideas to be disputed. Jesus is 
seen instead as a living example in piety, love for God, renunciation of the world, 
pacifism and similar concepts. As a group whose ultimate aim is to draw closer to God, 
the practical relevance of Jesus’ moral conduct and character is what matters to the sw 
rather than any theoretical or doctrinal contestation. The chapter therefore shows how it is 
the desire of all sw to emulate Jesus by trying to live exactly as he lived. Their entire 
worldview and day to day life portray a group of people whose life have been positively 
influenced by Jesus with trickling effects not only within the sw community but also 
in their relationship with their neighbours. 
 
7.2 Evaluation 
To be able to appreciate the impact that the sw perceptions of Jesus would have on 
inter-religious relations in Nigeria, it is imperative to understand the context within which 
the violent confrontations thrive. As indicated, the sw were never immune to the 
reality of existence within the Nigerian context. In fact, their condition places them in a 
vulnerable position just like any other impoverished group in the country. However, their 
vulnerability has not been used as an excuse for violence as is the case with other groups 
which have been noted. The difference lies in their religious convictions as we shall see 
shortly. The picture painted above about the incessant violent conflicts that have gone 
unabated in Nigeria are rooted in the deprivation of basic human needs.1 Although the 
factors responsible for the conflicts are multiple as already noted, they could be 
understood largely within the purview of the Human Need Theory.  Much ink has been 
spilled on the Human Need Theory (HNT), among others, by conflict analysts and 
researchers in a bid to not only ascertain the causes of conflict but also to proffer solution 
                                                 
1 S.G. Best, “Conflict Analysis” in S. G. Best ed. Introduction to Peace and Conflict Studies in West 
Africa: A Reader (Ibadan: Spectrum Books Limited, nd): p. 68. 
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for peaceful resolution of conflicts. Although much can be learned from both classical2 
and contemporary3 theories of conflict, the Human Need Theory (HNT)4 best suits the 
conflicts discussed in this work. Approaching it from an individual level, Burton sees 
needs as: “those conditions or opportunities that are essential to the individual if he is to 
be a functioning and co-operative member of society, conditions that are essential to his 
development and which, through him, are essential to the organization and survival of 
society.”5 Where these conditions and opportunities are not met on a large scale, the 
society is bound to become conflict-ridden.6 Within the Nigerian context, the conflicts 
have raged mostly because of the deprivation of the needs of identity groups (ethnic, 
                                                 
2 Although thinkers like Heraclitus, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Rousseau, Marx, 
Maltus, St. Augustine, Summer, Weber, Simmel etc approached conflict from different orientations, there 
is much to learn from their theories such as the connection between human nature and conflict, between 
resource scarcity, competition and conflict, the formation of group biases, prejudice and conflict, the 
different approaches to conflict, the relationship between human needs, need deprivation and conflict etc. 
See D. Held et al. eds. States and Society (Blackwell: The Open University, 1993): pp. 65-66, 71; G. Sabine 
and T. L. Thornson, A History of Political Theory, 4th ed (New York: Dryden Press, 1973): p. 317; R. C. 
Tuck ed., Thomas Hobbes: Leviathan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991): pp. 88-89; K. 
Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy (New York: International Publishers, 1936): pp. 114, 116; T. R. Maltus, 
Three Essays on Population (London: Mentor Books, 1960): pp. 27, 47; W. G. Summer, Folkways: A Study 
of the Sociological Importance of Usage, Manners, Customs, Mores and Morals (London: Dover, 1960): 
pp. 2, 12, 16; M. Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (London: Macmillan, 1947): pp. 
38-40; G. Simmel, Conflict and the Web of Group Affiliation (Glenco: The Free Press, 1955): p. 13 etc. 
3 See the works of Q. Wright, The Nature of Conflicts (1990, 15); L. Kriesberg The Sociology of Social 
Conflicts (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1973); M. Nicholson, Conflict Analysis (London: The English 
University Press, 1970); P. Wehr, Conflict Regulation (Colorado: West View, 1979); D. Sandole and H. 
Merwe eds., Conflict Resolution Theory and Practice: Integration and Application (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1994); K. Webb, “Conflict: Inherent and Contingent Theories” in Paulling L. 
et al. eds. World Encyclopaedia of Peace (New York: Pergamon Press, 1986) etc.  
4 See such works as those of P. Sites, “Needs as Analogues of Emotions”, Human Needs Theory, op. cit., 
(1990); A. Maslow, Motivation and Personality (New York: Harper and Row, 1970); J. Dollard, 
Frustration and Aggression (Yale: Yale University Press, 1939); J. T. Duke, Conflict and Power in Social 
Life (Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1976); J. Galtung, “A Structural Theory of Aggression” in 
Journal of Peace Research (No. 1, 1964): pp. 95-119;  J. Galtung, “Peace, Violence and Peace Research”, 
in Journal of Peace Research (1969): pp. 167-191; J. Galtung, “The Basic Needs Approach” in K. Lederer 
et al. eds. op. cit. (1980): T. Gurr, Why Men Rebel (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970); J. W. 
Burton, Human Need Theory (London: Macmillan, 1990); E. Azar, The Management of Protracted Social 
Conflict: Theory and Cases (Worcester: Darmouth Publications, 1990); Mary Clark, “Meaningful Social 
Bonding as a Universal Human Need” in Human Need Theory, op. cit. (1990) etc. It must be noted that the 
Human Need Theory (HNT) has its limitation too. See J. Galtung and A. Wirak, “Human Needs, Human 
Rights and the Theory of Development”, Paper no. 37. Conflict Peace Research Chair, (Oslo,1976); E. 
Masimi, “Needs and Dynamics” in K. Lederer et al. eds., op. cit. (1980): p. 227; G. Rist, “Basic Questions 
About Human Needs” in K. Lederer et al. eds. op. cit. (1980): p. 234; K. Gillward, “Conflict and Needs 
Research”, in Human Needs Theory, op. cit. (1990): p. 115; Paul Sites, “Needs as Analogues of Emotions”, 
Human Needs Theory, op. cit., ( 1990): p. 10. 
5 J. W. Burton, Human Need Theory (London: Macmillan, 1990): p. 59. 
6 See R. Roy, “Social Conflict and Needs Theories: Some Observations” in Human Needs Theory, (1990): 
p. 125. 
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religious, ideological, political etc) under a government that lacks the will to address 
those needs. Nigeria’s conflicts are rooted in unfulfilled needs of the identity groups, 
whether real or imagined, owing to Nigeria’s historical as well as contemporary divisive 
issues. Rotgak I. Gofwen tries to distinguish between religious conflicts induced by 
exogenous factors and those induced by endogenous factors.7 By exogenous religious 
conflicts, he means those conflicts that were caused by either socio-ethnic, political or 
economic factors but in their full form, find expression and assume a religious dimension. 
Those induced by endogenous factors are said to be the products of religious disputes and 
competitions. Even though some people have a religious motivation in perpetrating 
violence as indicated, it is our contention that a careful examination of the conflicts 
reveals that they were not primarily fought for the sake of truth (religious) but mostly for 
socio-economic, ethnic and political reasons. A renowned Persian Muslim Sheikh who 
converted to Christianity after years of Qur’nic studies once boasted that anyone with 
one-tenth the knowledge of Islam that he had would leave it. He maintained that: 
there are only three groups who hold fast to Islam. The first are those who get 
their living from religion. The second find in religion a means of furthering their 
own ambitions, and by upholding Islam either secure, or hope to obtain, power or 
some great place. The third group is the largest and made up of common people 
who are illiterate and accept blindly and without argument anything outside their 
own limited knowledge. If it were not for these three groups there would be no 
Islam.8 
Although such a disposition has not been helpful and must be discouraged, bearing in 
mind also that his hypotheses do not represent the whole truth, we should, however, not 
discard his presupposition all together. Within the Nigerian context, at least, his analysis 
could well be extended to include Christians. Anyone familiar with the Nigerian context 
could not help but conclude that the key players in the aforementioned conflicts have 
been primarily the elite, both Muslim and Christian religious and political leaders on the 
top, who use religion as a pretext to hoodwink the ignorant masses at the bottom of the 
economic ladder, not for the furtherance of the truth, but to fulfill their selfish ambitions. 
                                                 
7 R. I. Gofwen, Religious Conflicts in Northern Nigeria and Nation Building: The Throes of two Decades 
1980-2000, p. 82. 
8 W. N. Wysham, “From Islam to Christ: The Spiritual Experiences of a Persian Convert” in The Muslim 
World Vol. XVIII No. 1, January 1928, p. 53. 
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Admittedly some of the perpetrators of the violence among the youths do so under the 
belief that there is heavenly bliss in murdering “unbelievers” as well as a heavenly 
reward in dying for the cause of God on the Muslim side, or the sudden introduction of 
the “third cheek theology”9 on the Christian side, the struggle for economic and political 
supremacy is still at the root of all such conflicts. Religion has only been the most 
convenient milieu or avenue through which people strive for their individual or group 
interests. Jan H. Boer  asserts that “religion has now sunk into an abyss of distortions. It 
has been degraded into a political party or a tribe with its own motivations that usually go 
contrary to the spirit of the religion in question.”10 In this way, the communal aspect of 
religion takes priority over the spiritual thereby making people act like a religious tribe or 
party. Even in instances of intra-religious conflicts, be it within the Christian family or 
between Christians and members of African Traditional Religions,11 or those among the 
Muslims as, for example, those witnessed between the Sf  orders as earlier indicated, or 
those between them and the Yan Izala,12 the underlying causes cannot be divorced from 
political as well as socio-economic considerations.  
The deteriorating social and economic situation in Nigeria despite its oil and gas wealth 
as well as other natural resources is no longer hidden to anyone of conscience. Nasiru 
Dantata affirms that the harsh economic condition in Nigeria as in most third world 
countries is responsible for the frustration and confusion in the minds of the people, 
making them easily gullible, thus becoming raw material for religious and tribal 
conflicts.13 B.A.T. Balewa concurs that the religious disturbances are a manifestation of 
                                                 
9 Many Evangelical and Charismatic Nigerian Christians are beginning to reinterprete or even reject Jesus’ 
pacificist teaching which states in Matt. 5:39 that “if any one strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the 
other also”, by arguing that they have now been struck several times on both cheeks, and no longer have a 
third cheek to turn! 
10 J. H. Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood 1980-2002, p. 83. 
11 For examples of intra-religious riots among Christians or between Christians and members of African 
Traditional Religions, see S. P. I. Agi, The Political History of Religious Violence in Nigeria (Calabar: 
Pigasiam and Grace International, 1998): pp. 115-155. 
12 For examples of intra-religious conflicts between the Qadiriyya and the Tijaniyya and between them and 
the Yan Izala, see R. Loimeier, Islamic Reform and Political Change in Northern Nigeria (Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press, 1997): pp. 71-83, 266-291, 247-248. 
13 N. Dantata, “Nigeria and the Yakasai Doctrine” in New Nigerian, Sunday August 30, 1992, p. 14 
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frustration from poverty.14 This scenario has made Sabella Ogobode Abidde to conclude 
that: 
 
nowhere on the face of the planet would one find a people as confused and 
flabbergasted about what to do with and about their country than Nigerians. For 
Nigerians, Nigeria has become a joke, a riddle, and a source of sadness and 
disappointment. Frankly, what to do with and what to do about Nigeria is one of 
the greatest mysteries of the modern era, a country once destined for greatness is 
today a brittle skeleton, a dust bowl.15 
 
The international community is also feeling the brunt of the fall out as unemployment, 
under-employment, insecurity, and poverty, including other fears have forced millions of 
Nigerian professionals, not to talk of non-professionals, along with their kids and spouses 
to flee the country to whatever country that would host them across every continent. Even 
though immigration has been part of the human evolution and a right for every human 
soul, the Nigerian-style emigration is worrying to say the least. Today, Nigeria is said to 
have more “scattered, suffering and miserable people around the world than any other 
country.”16 This is because many Nigerians see Nigeria only as a country but never as a 
homeland. Those who are not qualified to go through the proper channel of sojourning to 
their dreamed foreign countries for greener pasture die in their thousands yearly on the 
high seas as they try to cross over to Europe.17 Those who stay in Nigeria are leaving the 
villages in mass in search of greener pastures in urban cities. The rural-urban drive has 
left many Nigerian youths homeless on the streets of what is supposed to be their 
homeland. 
 
For the first time in recent memory, sw youths are becoming part of the rural-urban 
exodus. However, wherever they go, they remained distinct in their conduct and pacifism. 
While opposing identity groups easily find many non-sw youths handy to foment 
trouble, having been frustrated in whatever city they find themselves due to unfulfilled 
                                                 
14 B. A. T. Balewa, Governing Nigeria: History, Problems and Prospects (Lagos: Malthouse Press Limited, 
1994): p. 216. 
15 S. O. Abidde, “Nigerians: A People and their Migration Pattern” in Newsday, 28.04.08. 
16 Ibid. 
17 A clear example is the recent disaster off Libya’s coast that claimed the lives of about 200 Africans who 
tried to cross over to Europe. See L. Stack, “Hundreds of African Migrants Die in Shipwreck off Libya’s 
Coast” in Reuters 31.03.2009. It is a frequent occurrence.  
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dreams, their sw counterparts have remained aloof from religious fanaticism due to 
their religious convictions. The ties they maintained with their religious leaders and 
families back home even while away and the sense of accountability to their group’s 
ethos are dearer to their hearts as they return home after every three months as a religious 
obligation, as indicated. The majority of their population in the villages face similar 
economic hardship and are equally prone to persecution by their neighbours but have also 
remained aloof to the crises. The question begging for attention from this scenario is, 
what is responsible for their aloofness? As a group of people facing similar economic and 
political realities as other impoverished Nigerians, their religious insights which have 
enabled them to navigate successfully the storm of religious uprisings over the years can 
be brought to the table if Christian-Muslim dialogue is to move on. Three fundamental 
points can be deduced from their insights as discussed in the conclusions. 
7.3 Conclusions 
The thesis was embarked upon in the hope that a (re) discovery of Jesus as a common 
point of reference in Christian and Muslim religious thought and practice may contribute 
to reduce the violent conflicts between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria. Although with 
no claim to ultimacy, and given the religious composition of Nigeria, this proposition 
may be achieved when the exemplary life and teaching of Jesus is not only projected but 
also lived as modeled by the sw. All the historical surveys and the perceptions of Jesus 
discussed are aimed at giving the right tool to anyone interested in the project of a 
peaceful Nigeria where people can co-exist irrespective of ethnic, religious, ideological, 
socio-economic or political affiliations, bearing in mind the representations of Jesus in 
Islam and Christianity, the two dominant religions in Nigeria. The fundamental question 
at this stage of the thesis is therefore: Are the perceptions of Jesus as seen by the sw 
capable of bringing a desired peaceful co-existence between Christians and Muslims in 
Nigeria – given the fact that Jesus is held in high esteem in both traditions? In view of the 
enormity of the problems and many questions left unanswered, in what ways should Jesus 
be represented by Christians so as to break the barriers and challenges that have always 
prevailed? 
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The first conclusion that can be drawn from this study is the fact that the sw have 
lived true to their profession, and both Christians and Muslims will do well to learn from 
their insights. They have deemphasized doctrinal controversies about Jesus to focus their 
attention on appropriating his moral and pacifist example for their practical daily living. 
Many efforts by Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs), including the Church,18 
aimed at mending the fences between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria have failed 
because time has been wasted on theory rather than practice. The first insight for 
Christians to learn from the sw therefore is to deemphasize or abandon their 
aggressive polemical and apologetic tools both in writing and through evangelistic 
campaigns or debates. As we saw in the literature review, most of what the average 
Nigerian Muslim is exposed to concerning Jesus are polemical and apologetic materials 
aimed at defending Islamic orthodoxy as well as safeguarding the faithful from Christian 
influence. The Christians will never reap anything by treading the same path. From the 
literature reviewed including the Islamic perceptions of Jesus, one central concern of the 
Muslims is the fact that Islamic Christology is deeply rooted in the desire to safeguarding 
the kalima (the Islamic confession of faith): ‘There is no god but God and Muhammad is 
the messenger of God’. The unity and majesty of God, as well as the finality and 
superiority of Muhammad and Islam, remain the determining factors in Islamic 
Christology. To continue to dwell on polemics and apologetics will therefore be counter-
productive. Over the years, Christians and Muslims have driven themselves into a 
theological corner because of centuries of polemical and apologetical wrangling. John 
Azumah, an African theologian of high repute and highly familiar with the African 
context being a son of the soil, rightly opined that such doctrinal posturing does not lead 
to any meaningful dialogue.19 He ridicules the Christians' attempt at projecting Jesus as 
                                                 
18 For example, see J. Kenny, “Interreligious Dialogue in Nigeria: Personal Reminiscences of 40 years” in 
‘Orita’ Ibadan Journal of Religious Studies…; O. J. Awolalu “The Interaction of Religions in Nigeria” in 
‘Orita’. Ibadan Journal of Religious Studies XV/I, June, 1983, pp. 49-63.; V. C. Chukwulozie, “The 
Practice of Dialogue in Nigeria” in Christian-Muslim Dialogue (Aldahieh: Revival of Islamic Heritage 
Society, nd): pp. 22-25.; The LCCN Christian-Muslim Mutual Relations that took off in 1993 to date is also 
a case in point here. They have held six International Conference on Christian-Muslim Mutual Relations all 
in Jos between 1993 and 2005. The reports and papers of all the conferences are in the possession of the 
researcher.   
19 Over the years, Christian theology has tended to present Jesus as if he is a set of ideas to be rationally 
argued and proven, rather than a person. This approach obscures his ministry and his relationship with 
ordinary people. Consequently, the humanity, compassion, love and tolerance that Jesus lived, preached 
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superior to Muhammad for the sake of winning an argument by concluding in these 
words worth quoting:  
Whether we are talking about Jesus being the son of God, or about his virgin 
birth, the miracles he performed, his resurrection or his ascension, what is 
required of us as Christians is to resist the temptation to see those as ends in the 
themselves. We are rather to endeavor to focus on their significance and necessity 
for our human existence…20   
The second lesson would be for Christians to dwell on Jesus’ moral character, ministry 
and mission like the sw. The Jesus of Muslim piety, as outlined, is a “living 
personality, humble and pious, forever thundering against the wrongs of society…”21 
Instead of focusing on what Jesus is and what he is not, or his superiority over and above 
Muhammad, Nigerian Christians would do well to rethink Christology in such a way that 
their representation of Jesus would make sense to their Muslim neighbours. Al-Ghazl 
and Rmi’s emphasis on disciplining the soul, for example, is aimed at ‘becoming 
marked by the character traits of God’, which is only possible through the exemplary life 
of Jesus. Rumi sees Jesus not only as the supreme example of asceticism as well as love, 
but also as ‘Jesus within’, waiting to be born in everyone. David Kerr emphasizes that 
ethics should be the starting point in Christian-Muslim dialogue rather than dwelling on 
the personhood of Jesus as it has been the case in the past. The fact that the efforts of 
theologians and polemicists over the centuries have not prevented many Muslims around 
the world, and in Nigeria in particular, to continue to be fascinated by Jesus means that if 
Christians rethink their Christology, then much will be achieved. Writing on ‘Christology 
in dialogue with other faiths’, he observes that:  
                                                                                                                                                 
and died for were lost during the debates of the great Church councils and at the time of the Inquisition. 
Muslims theologians on the other hand, zealous for orthodoxy and anxious to protect the faithful from the 
influence of their Christian neighbours, have also attempted to disprove Jesus as if he is a set of ideas. See 
J. Azumah, “My Neigbours Faith: Islam Explained for African Christians”, (Unpublished manuscript): p. 
94. 
20 Jesus’ incarnation was a humbling and self-emptying move. When Christians focus on the superiority of 
Jesus therefore, one wonders whose interest, or rather ego, is at stake – Christ’s or our own. The concept of 
Jesus as a ‘servant of God’ is found both in the Bible and the Qur’n (Philippians 2:5-11 and Qur’n 
4.172). The Biblical injunction for Christian leaders to be servants of all (Luke 22:24-7) should be taken 
seriously. Jesus also refused to yield to the temptation of thrilling people with miracles because he did not 
perform his miracles to demonstrate his power or superiority but to meet specific needs. That was why he 
did not go about trumpeting it and even warned people not to talk about them. Ibid pp. 94-95.  
21 M. M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic Christology: An Image of Jesus in Early Shi’i Muslim Literature” in 
The Muslim World (Vol. LXVI, No. 3, July 1976): p. 163. 
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inter-religious dialogue is best advanced where, as a ‘dialogue’ of life or a 
‘dialogue of deeds’, priority is given to ethics. This is repeatedly the stance of 
Muslims themselves… This suggests that an ethical approach to Christology 
should be the first priority in Christian-Muslim dialogue, both to understand the 
core of Jesus’ prophetic teaching as contained in, for example, the sermon on the 
Mount, and to apply these ethical standards to issues of human life and society 
with which Qur’nic ethics are also deeply concerned. This could offer an 
alternative approach in Christian-Muslim dialogue to the issue that has caused so 
much misunderstanding and controversy in the past, namely, the personhood of 
Jesus himself. ‘Whom do you say that I am?’ is a question that can only be 
addressed in the context of the character of Jesus’ life and teaching, and their 
impact upon those who lived with him.22  
We also noted how an ethical approach to Jesus also prevails among twentieth century 
Muslim writers in Egypt, particularly, al-Aqqad, Husayn and Khalid with their emphasis 
on the conscience-based ethics. In their writings, less emphasis is laid on Jesus as healer 
and more on him as a defender of human conscience and a messenger of the law of love 
over against traditionalism and legalism. Both Muhammad and Jesus are said to share a 
common concern for the dignity of man, justice in society, and peace on earth. Both 
defend the fundamental human rights of subsistence, as well as the right to freedom of 
conscience. Khalid sees all people (Christians, Muslims and other people guided by 
conscience) as brothers “together on the road.”  
Apart from this ethical emphasis, Jesus also meets real needs. Jesus can be seen to have a 
human face, bearing in mind the desperations and frustration of Nigerians, if the right 
things are emphasized. Nigeria’s present situation has some real parallels with the 
situation at the time of Jesus in terms of poverty and exploitation. Azumah counsels 
Christians, given the African context with Nigeria as no exception, that rather than 
engaging in fruitless debates about who Jesus is and who he is not, they should focus on 
Jesus as: 
a provider for the poor and needy, a healer for the sick, a loving father for 
children and the fatherless, a helper of widows, a friend of the friendless and the 
untouchable, a rescuer of the marginalized and despised people, and a champion 
opposing religious hypocrites and rich exploiters. 23 
                                                 
22 Quoted in O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of 
Dialogue, p. 233. 
23 J. Azumah, J. Azumah, “My Neigbours Faith: Islam Explained for African Christians”, p. 94. 
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Although we noticed a shift of focus in Islamic images of Jesus in chapter four – from 
Jesus the miracle worker of classical Islam and Sfism to the suffering Christ – both 
images are still equally relevant within the Nigerian context, not only in popular Muslim 
piety and Sfism but also among Christians and Muslims across the board. Christians can 
be channels through which Jesus can reach out to meet these needs in the society. This 
can only be achieved through the incarnational model in which Christians are determined 
to live a Christ-like life as the sw try to do rather than just preach at their Muslim 
neighbours. Willian E. Phipps observes that the Qur’nic injunction on Muslims to:  
compete in goodness” (5:48) as well as Christian insight that believers shall be 
known by their fruits (Matthew 7:20) mean that “Children of Abraham should get 
beyond asserting that Moses, Jesus, or Muhammed is the greatest, and let the 
impact of their message be the standard for evaluation.24  
This is why this thesis is not aimed at exposing the sw by making them become an 
object of dialogue between Christians and Muslims as that would only increase their risk. 
For fear of persecution of the sw due to their past and present circumstances, 
Christians will do well to learn from their insights and engage the Muslims, detached 
from the sw, by living true to their Christian calling. When Jesus is consciously 
emulated as the sw do, the resultant effect will be felt by Muslim neighbours. The 
language of engagement will also take a new course for the better. The violent conflicts 
discussed and analyzed all occurred mainly as a result of the deprivation of the basic 
needs of communities and identity groups over a period of time. These needs include 
those of autonomy or self determination, security and sacred meaning etc with their 
socio-economic and political implications. Lack of meeting these needs has led to many 
broken hearts as a result of poverty, sickness, disappointment or exploitation. Christians 
would therefore do well to embark on communal services that could make a difference. 
To return to Gilliland again, it is a necessity to avoid what he describes as a: 
paradigm of polemics because of allegiance to a book and a person. But to seek 
deeply into their situation, the witness rather calls for intentional meetings of 
                                                 
24 Quoted in O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research, Issues of 
Dialogue, p. 210. 
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needs, visible acts of mercy, and events of divine power. The verbal witness does 
not lead, but follows.25  
It is a fact that people, especially at the popular level, respond to symbols more than to 
concepts. Hence, collaborating in action will be more important than any doctrinal 
disputation. This will go a long way in destroying the walls of ignorance, prejudice and 
stereotyping that have characterized Christian-Muslim relationships in Nigeria.  
Although the crises have created hatred and suspicion between Christians and Muslims, 
there are many things that still bind Christians and Muslims together given Nigeria’s 
inter-religious and interfaith environment where multi-faith families, clans and ethnic 
groups still live side by side. They are bound by kinship ties, shared languages and 
citizenship.26 In fact, in some instances the relationship has only worsened in cities while 
Christians and Muslims still live peacefully in many villages.27 The fact is that there are 
many moderate Muslim groups in the North and across the country with a common 
interest to develop the region and nation so as to break the cycle of misrule that has been 
the norm. Christians could team up with moderate and progressive Muslim groups on 
common grounds to counter those who depend on division and violence for political 
power.     
Another area of great concern within the Nigeria context is the developing “third cheek 
theology” among many Christians as the legitimate way of responding to Muslim 
aggression. Many Christians now believe that in the absence of a government that is able 
to maintain law and order, paying back in kind by speaking the language the other party 
is supposed to understand best is the only legitimate option left. Christians are doubtful if 
Muslims will understand any other language at all. So it has been mosque for church, 
business for business, eye for eye, tooth for tooth etc. Mark Hopkins speaking to a 
Christian congregation shortly after the November 2008 crisis called for the language of 
                                                 
25 D. S. Gilliland, Principles of a Christian Approach, p. 11. 
26 J. Azumah, J. Azumah, “My Neigbours Faith: Islam Explained for African Christians”, p. 5. 
27 The village that the researcher comes from is an example. As a young chap even to the present, 
Christians and Muslims always participate in each other’s festivities like Christmas, Id al-kabir, Mamlud, 
naming ceremonies, weddings etc. Farm work and herding are other common ventures that unite both 
Christians and Muslims in the village. Not only in this village but in most places including cities, people 
share the same clinics and hospitals, schools, and both Christians and Muslims engage in businesses etc.  
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Jesus, love, instead of the fire for fire approach because he believes that the Muslims “are 
more fluent in this language than we – it’s their mother tongue after all – and are willing 
to keep the conversion going till the last eye and tooth are gone,”28 reasserting Ghandi’s 
dictum of an eye for an eye makes the world blind. Although this statement is guilty of 
generalization as far as the researcher knows and as has been demonstrated in this work, 
the point is clearly that repaying evil for evil will only worsen the situation until the last 
eye and tooth are gone as predicted.  
The sw chose the non-violence way not out of cowardice but because they believe that 
this is the way of Christ. Jesus was a pure pacifist. For Christians to do otherwise 
therefore is self-contradictory. In fact, it sharply contradicts what they profess. Following 
Jesus means being “like him, to take seriously what he took seriously.”29 In other words, 
one can’t claim to know Jesus until one follows him and puts his teachings into practice 
in one’s own life. This has implications for the Christian life as a whole. In an 
unpublished thesis submitted to the University of Birmingham, Idowu submitted that 
Mallam Ibrahim and the sw non-violence disposition is a challenge to Christians and 
Muslims to “re-consider the traditional Muslim-Christian hostility and see if it does not 
rest on false foundations.”30 Although one has to be careful so as not to be seen as 
insensitive or judgmental to the reactions of many Christians who have suffered untold 
persecutions at the hands of their Muslim neighbours and overlords, John Azumah rightly 
states that one cannot help but point to the Christians’ calling, which is to be light and salt 
in a dark and tasteless world. He suggests that if Christians live true to their witness, the 
history, witness and theology of the early Church which was built and nurtured on the 
blood of the martyrs need to be rediscovered.31 When a Christian impugns Islam in 
language dripping with venom and hate or take an eye for an eye, the question that begs 
                                                 
28 M. Hopkins “Paul’s Mission and Ours”, Sermon at COCIN Anguldi, 30 November 2008, p. 3. 
29 The sw would say doing what he did and avoiding what he avoided. See M. Borg, “Meeting Christ 
Again for the First Time: The Historical Jesus and the Heart of Contemporary Faith” in San Francisco: 
Harper, 1994, p. 17, Quoted in O. Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam: Introduction, Survey of 
Research, Issues of Dialogue, p. 212. 
30 He quotes from 2 Cor. 5:18 and Qur’n 3:63 where Christians are called upon to love and reconcile the 
world back to God and Qur’n’s invitation to Christians to “come to an agreement between us and you” 
respectively. A. J. Idowu, “Jesus in the Qur’n: A Northern Nigerian Case Study” (Birmingham: Masters 
Thesis, University of Birmingham, 1981): p. 37. 
31 J. Azumah, J. Azumah, “My Neigbours Faith: Islam Explained for African Christians”, p. 92.  
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for answer is what does his Bible tell him? “Ye have heard that it hath been said, thou 
shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine enemy.  But I say unto you, love your enemies, 
bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which 
despitefully use you, and persecute you” (Mathew 5:43-44). If this cannot be the 
yardstick for every Christian response to Muslim provocation, then are we as Nigerian 
Christians any different from Nazi Aryanism or Afrikaner Puritanism? 
As discussed in chapter four, Khlid Muhammad Khlid’s challenge to both Muslims and 
Christians is to embark upon the task of protecting life as a proof of their faith. Kmil 
Husayn called for a rethinking within Islam as regards the use of force and violence in his 
near pacifist position. He, as well as others, called for reflection on the golden rule – to 
treat the other as you would like to be treated yourself. The golden rule is attributed to 
Jesus as well as Muhammad. In Bukhari’s Kitb al-imn (‘The Book of Faith’), the 
classical Muslim expression of the golden rule reads: “No one of you will become 
faithful till he wishes for his brother what he likes for himself”. Although some of the 
Muslim writers in chapter five considered Jesus’ pacifism as impractical due to 
contemporary happenings, they do not deny the importance of non-violence. This would 
seem to be a real window for dialogue. All these and many more could be imbibed by 
Christians not only on an individual basis or at church or denominational levels, but 
theological institutions could likewise do well to redesign their curricula [delet r] to take 
cognizance of the history, witness and theology of the early Church in relation to 
persecution. Similarly, does it do any good that most theological graduates in Nigeria 
leave the seminaries without a single course on peace and conflict resolution studies, 
leaving them ill equipped in the face of violent confrontations? What does it take for 
seminaries to train and equip their students in proactive and reactive methods of dealing 
with conflict before they actually go out to face the world?  
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7.4 Questions for Further Research 
7.4.1 Fixation with the Past 
As stated, this thesis has raised more questions than it is able to answer. The first area of 
concern to the researcher as an observer of contemporary issues in Nigeria, which 
became apparent in the course of the research is Nigerians’ fixation with the past. Their 
present relationship is tele-guided by their history. Many are still consumed by the desire 
to focus on the past, be it on internal hegemony or British colonial legacy. Hence, most of 
the crises discussed are inevitably linked to historical forces. This is why past attempts at 
dialogue, whether formal or informal, have failed because the forums have always been 
akin to communication in words among the deaf. Parties in the supposed dialogue are 
often armed to the teeth with facts and evidence trimmed to fit religious, regional, or 
ethnic predispositions based on historical antecedents. The situation is worsened by 
ignorance, hearsay, prejudice, and stereotyping by the same people who claim to speak 
from a position of authority on behalf of their groups. While the Muslims see it as their 
birth right to continue to dominate and therefore see nothing wrong with past injustices as 
the non-Muslim population sees it, the past injustices remain the arsenals with which the 
non-Muslims are determined to fight present and future hegemony. Even though this is 
hardly noticed on the surface, it is deep rooted and will continue to define future 
relationships if nothing is done to address the situation. Although this is mostly felt at the 
national level, it often filters down to the communal level. How would Nigerians be able 
to forgive, learning from the past but never allowing themselves to be enslaved by the 
memories of hate? In other words, how can the past be handled in such a way that they 
don’t remain its prisoners? How could Nigerians put the past behind them with a view to 
fostering a promising and prosperous future for all irrespective of religious, ethnic, racial, 
tribal or ideological affiliations? How can narrow differences be replaced by a culture of 
solidarity and relatedness? Conventional wisdom is replete with the fact that so long as 
people’s relationship is defined by their differences, especially those rooted in historical 
events, they will empower those who sow hatred rather than peace, and promote conflict 
rather than the cooperation that can help humanity achieve justice and prosperity. This is 
a clarion call for the end of suspicion and discord if sustainable peace is to be achieved. 
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7.4.2 Indigenes – Settlers  
Closely related to this is the issue of compartmentalizing Nigerians into “indigenes” 
versus “settlers” within the same country. We discussed the historical processes through 
which this dichotomy was formulated, beginning from the pre-independence to the 
colonial period. The dichotomy is not limited to a religious divide but also extended to 
ethnic, regional or tribal boundaries. Although Nigeria’s constitution does not allow any 
form of discrimination against any Nigerian on any ground whatsoever, the reality on the 
ground regarding citizenship and indigeneship still rage in Nigeria with no sign of any 
solution, given the aggression with which every identity group is determined to maintain 
the status quo. Reuben Abati points out that the crisis of indigeneship and settlership puts 
a question mark on the entire chapters three and four of the Nigerian Constitution on the 
rights of Citizenship and Fundamental Human Rights.32 Despite these provisions, 
Nigerians are routinely treated as outsiders in their own country, even when they are 
among their kith and kin. The country has a large population of non-citizens who are 
discriminated against based on where they come from. Often times, the discrimination is 
perpetuated with the active connivance of the state. In the crazy swirl of the mid-60s, 
Igbos suddenly became personae non gratae in Northern Nigeria and they were expelled 
by an angry ‘indigenous’ population. In their own country, they had to flee. 
After the creation of the Mid-Western state in 1967, the Yoruba in the Western Region 
civil service insisted that all mid-Westerners in the service should go to their state of 
origin. Each time a new state is created, persons are asked to leave, as happened with the 
creation of Ekiti, Osun, Delta, Enugu, Akwa Ibom, Adamawa, Nasarawa and so on.33 
Sometimes, the problem is intra-communal. The people of Ife will for ever consider the 
people of Modakeke settlers in their land. Women who are married to men from other 
states are suddenly reminded that they are outsiders when they seek political 
appointments in their husband's state of origin. Expatriate wives are also similarly 
discriminated against. Some states of the Federation employ Nigerians from other states 
as "expatriate staff" or in more civilized situations as "contract staff", and the moment 
                                                 
32 R. Abati “The Expulsion of the Fulani in Wase” in Village Square, Sunday, 17 May 2009. 
33 Ibid. 
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there is an indigene, even a less qualified son of the soil to fill that position, the alien 
from another state of the Federation is promptly sacked. 
It is also a fact that students who go to school in states other than theirs are made to pay 
special fees as if they were foreign students! In many parts of the country, non-indigenes 
are not allowed to buy land or run for political office. Lagos is probably the only 
exception in this regard. This is compounded by the segregated settlement pattern in most 
Nigerian cities as earlier noted. What does all this mean? Is Nigeria a nation or just a 
collection of ethnic groups, selfish interests and primordial communities? How this 
“citizenship vs indigeneship” and “indigeneship vs settlership” syndrome can be resolved 
calls for a thorough and honest research if the desired peaceful co-existence is not to 
remain a mirage. 
7.4.3 Secular - Religious 
The next question which demands a fresh research concerns the secular status of the 
Nigerian state. Is Nigeria a religious or a secular state? Christians and Muslims differ 
sharply on this and it has been a major source of tension from the OIC to the shar`a  
conflicts. In spite of the fact that the constitution stipulates that no religion will be 
elevated to the status of a state religion, Muslim’s theology has no room for any division 
between religion and politics. Consequently, they liken the agitation for a secular state by 
their Christian counterparts as akin to atheism. More and more voices from Muslim 
circles are increasingly calling for the Islamization of the country as noticed. The 
problem is compounded by a political class who seeks its legitimacy through the 
manipulation of religion. Nigerian shar`a has been mocked as a “political shar`a ” 
because it was in most part championed by politicians for mostly political ends. As a 
country still crawling at the bottom of the economic ladder, the Nigerian government 
spends billions of dollars sending its citizens on pilgrimages to Mecca, Jerusalem and the 
Vatican just for the leaders to please their religious constituencies. The questions that a 
new research needs to answer among others are: Does "secular state" mean atheism as it 
is being peddled? How can the Nigerian government be true to the spirit of the 
constitution by remaining neutral when it comes to religious issues? What should be the 
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place of religion in the body polity of the Nigerian state? Isn’t it possible to separate 
them, or are they better fused? Isn’t it possible to deal with ethnic and political problems 
without necessarily slipping into religious issues? How can the interests of the secularists 
and the non-secularists or theocrats be reconciled in such a way that the corporate 
existence of Nigeria will not be jeopardized?   
7.4.4 Radicalization – Liberalization  
Closely linked to this is the new wave of radicalization of Islam in Nigeria in view of 
recent global happenings vis a vis Christian evangelistic activism. It’s a known fact that 
in the past two and a half decades, moderate Islam has been invaded by militant Islam all 
over the world. It slipped into Northern Nigeria not only through its neighboring states 
like Niger Republic, Chad, and Cameroon but also through Sudan, Libya, Somalia, and as 
far as Yemen, Syria, Iran,Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia and some other militant groups in 
the countries of the Middle East, who promote that version of Islam. This version of 
Islam promotes hatred, xenophobia, and violence, which thrived and still thrive in 
Northern Nigeria. Consequently, as noted earlier, many Nigerian Muslims hold 
extremists like Osama Ben Laden, the Muslim Brothers of Egypt, Hisbullah in Lebanon, 
the Taliban in Afghanistan and many other extremists groups and individuals across the 
Middle East including Saudi Arabia Wahhab doctrine in high esteem. The recent Boko 
Haram (western education is sin or forbidden) riots in some Northern States that claimed 
over 1000 lives as noted in chapter two is a classic example. Such extremists have as 
their motto, according to Wole Soyinka: I am right, therefore you are dead! The 
annihilation of infidels for such radical Islamists is therefore seen as justifiable. Many 
believe that you are either on the side of the “believers” or on the side of the “infidels” 
who should be converted or subjugated under Islamic restrictions - or be annihilated.  
Many in the Muslim Students Movement, the Izala Movement, the Brothers (led by al-
Zakzakky) or Nigerian Muslim Movement, the Nigerian Taliban, Yusf yawa or Boko 
Haram and indeed cutting across all spectrums of the Muslim groups strongly believe 
that Nigeria remains a war front waiting to be conquered and Islamized as soon as it is 
achievable. ‘Uthman Dan Fodio's Jihâd with all its raids remains a dream to be re-
launched if possible by such extremists. So when such people start an inter-religious war 
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or join one, they fight from an ideological persuasion. As stated earlier, the situation is 
not only compounded by the emerging “third cheek theology” of some Christians but also 
by the aggressive evangelistic zeal aimed at Christianizing the country at all cost with 
support also from international partners from around the globe. A similar threat which is 
the other side of the same coin is intra-religious conflicts. Although not the focus of this 
study, they also often transmuted from intra-religious to inter-religious conflicts with 
devastating consequences to peaceful coexistence when they are not nipped in the bud. It 
is becoming a norm mainly between radical Islamic groups competing for supremacy of 
doctrine and membership especially between such groups as the Sh`ites, Izala and the 
more orthodox groups. Rival Islamic states with conflicting doctrines of Islam and 
political problems such as Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, etc are active sponsors of the 
Nigerian extremist groups. Over the years, on the intra-religious level as well, Nigeria has 
witnessed a new form of Islamic sermons that concentrate on spreading hatred, disunity, 
fear of others who share different views.34 This breed of preachers openly refers to any 
person or group who holds different views as pagans or infidels. They are not tolerant of 
others and they try to enforce their ideologies through intimidation and mostly brute force 
as we noted. A large number of people were and are still being indoctrinated into this 
form of Islam. Recently, the United States Commission on International Religious 
Freedom added Nigeria to its lists of the world’s worst violators of religious freedom in 
an annual report released on May 1st 2009. Nigeria was designated a “country of 
particular concern” joining 12 other countries like Burma, China, Eritrea, Iran, North 
Korea, Uzbekistan etc.35 Many Nigerians would easily dismiss this as US know-it-all and 
arrogant propaganda, but evidences on the ground show it is a fact. How can this new 
trend be curbed, given the fact that the world has literarily become a global village, where 
technology has placed every happening around the globe at the tip of the fingers of all? 
What appropriate steps need to be taken by all stake holders as Nigeria has already began 
to experience its first detonation of a bomb (Borno) just as it is happening in places like 
                                                 
34 It is a common experience to hear such sermons, often over loudspeakers during open air street or market 
preachings as well as during early hours sermons. 
35 S. N. Ifedigbo, “Nigeria as one of the Worst Violators of Religious Freedom in the World” in 
www.nzesyla.wordpress.com, 18.05.2009. 
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Sudan, Somalia, Lebanon, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Iran etc? A thorough research into 
this phenomenon is needed sooner than later. 
7.4.5 Yoruba Islam 
A similar research would be to determine the factors responsible for the calmness being 
experienced among the Yoruba in southwestern Nigeria despite their mixed religious 
population. Although the second most penetrated by Islam in all the regions of Nigeria, it 
remains indifferent to fighting over religion or religious issues. Perplexed by this, 
Shedrack Gaya Best called for a comparative study of different regions bearing in mind 
the numerous research already done on northern Nigeria to determine why “similar 
combination groups and issues in two separate regions lead to different conflict 
outcomes?”36 What is responsible for the relatively high degree of religious tolerance in 
the southwest compared to northern Nigeria? Is the reason behind it cultural, historical, 
political or psychological? 
7.4.6 Poverty and the Almajiri System 
The question of poverty and the almajiri system is closely tied to the many conflicts 
discussed. As stated, many Nigerians are becoming worse off economically day by day in 
tandem with the declining economic reality on the ground and the ever increasing 
corruption of the ruling elite. The gap between the poor and the rich continues to widen. 
Unemployment and underemployment have become a norm, pushing the citizens to their 
limits. The ever increasing slums and ghettos have been the breeding grounds for trouble 
makers who are often recruited by the powerful for their selfish ends. The recent a tsaka, 
a tsare, a raka37 phenomenon is a clear example of the level of desperation among the 
Nigerian poor, who will do anything for a very insignificant sum. The almajiri system 
                                                 
36 S. G. Best, “Religion, Politics and Conflict in Northern Nigeria: An Historical Analaysis with Two Case 
Studies”, p. 326. 
37 Politicians, especially Buhari, have come up with this slogan literary translated ‘cast your vote, guard it 
and follow it up.’ The idea is that every voter must make sure that the person he or she votes for wins the 
election. It has become the most cruel way of attacking and maiming political opponents, ballot box 
snatching and even killing of innocent voters from opposing camps. The perpetrators are paid the 
equivalent of only 2 to 3 Euro each or in some instances only offered lunch as their compensation. Kano 
and Bauchi are notorious for this act.  
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thrives on the back of poverty beginning with the Maitatsine uprising to the present. The 
Almajiri system became and still is the haven to spread the Islamists’ radically new 
ideology of irrational hatred and xenophobia. Militant Islam has been proven to thrive 
more in impoverished countries and among impoverished people. Some of the countries 
and areas where it has thrived are Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sudan, Somalia, the most 
impoverished parts of Western Europe, especially in parts of cities like London, Paris, 
Amsterdam, and the Spanish city of Madrid, just to name a few. Poverty is the ultimate 
cause of illiteracy in Nigeria especially in the North, which exacerbates religious bigotry 
and militancy. In a recent survey of the Nigerian literacy rate by the National 
Empowerment Development Strategy (2005), Nigeria’s literacy rate was put at 57%, 
which declined from the 64.1% literacy rate of 1999 and the 71.9% of 1991. And a 
survey by the National Bureau of Statistics in 2006 found that 46.7% of Nigerians are 
purely illiterate while 53.3% are literate in the use of the English language. A breakdown 
of the study, which used 15 years as “adult age,” shows that 61.3% of the literate 
population is male and 45.3% female.  The highest literacy level is located in the 
Southeast geo-political zone with adult literacy figure of 73.5%. The Southwest and 
South-South geo-political zones share second position with 70.4%; the North-Central 
literacy level is said to be 53.5%; while the Northwest is the lowest with 23.2% of adult 
population. According to the survey Nigeria’s adult male literacy is 31.0% and female 
15.4%.38 
As if the above statistics is not troubling enough, a United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) study that came out on January 15, 2008 found that over 10 million Nigerian 
children of school age are not in school and that most of them are either hawking goods 
on the streets or doing some form of menial labor to make ends meet. The study showed 
that 6.2 million are girls and 3.8 million boys; and about 53 per cent is of secondary 
school level and 47 per cent of primary school.39 Recently, the Arewa Youth 
Mobilisation, a Non-Governmental Organization affirmed the northern reality by 
                                                 
38 Punch: “45% of Nigerians are illiterate-Survey,” June 20, 2006. 
39 Sunday Champion: “7 m Nigerian children out of school-UNICEF,” May 29, 2005; BusinessDay: “10 
million Nigerians Children out of school?” February 13, 2008; Nigerian Tribune (editorial): “10 million 
children out of school,” January 29, 2008.   
 415
presenting a statistics showing that 30 per cent of Northern Nigerian youths are street 
beggars. The NGO’s Secretary General, Yusuf A. Barau, lamented that begging had 
become a tradition and a way of life in the North. He alleged that parents now saw it as a 
source of income to earn a living.40 This is coming from a region that has produced 9 out 
of the 12 Nigerian heads of state since independence. The massive gulf between the 
haves and the have-nots is appalling. Barau links northern poverty and the lingering 
almajiri system in Northern Nigeria to Northern class culture as he rightly noted: 
Nothing excites the average Hausa Alhaji more than having hundreds of his 
brethren trooping to his enclave in order to hail him and greet him ranka dede 
each morning. He distributes sadaka; have them eat from his crumbs while he 
indulges in the yearly hajj to ensure that he enters al-janna.41 
The almajiri system has succeeded in producing an army of dysfunctional unemployed, 
unemployable, uneducated, and confused people. The rich will definitely want the status 
quo to be maintained because it serves their interests well. After all, someone would have 
to supply the fodder for the incessant riots; to rig the elections and the thuggery that goes 
with it. How can this imbalance and the sharp fall in the living standards, unemployment, 
illiteracy etc of Nigerians be improved, given the enormous human and natural resources 
the nation is blessed with?  
7.4.7 Media 
The role of the media in promoting peaceful coexistence before, during or after conflicts 
especially those witnessed in Nigeria as discussed is worth an independent investigation 
to ascertain whether they have been part of the solution in resolving the conflicts or if 
they exacerbated them. Of particular interest to this researcher as stated earlier is the role 
of international media outfits, like the Hausa services of the British Broadcasting 
cooperation (BBC), Voice of America (VOA), Radio France and Radio Deutsche Welle, 
Bonn, in Germany. Because most of the staff of these media outfits are Hausa natives 
from Nigeria, Niger, Cameroon, Ghana etc, who happen to be Muslims, non-Muslims 
have repeatedly accused them of departing from the tradition of objectivity, due to their 
                                                 
40 O. O. Omoba, “Nigeria-30% of Northern Youths are Almajiris-NGO”, 09.04.2009. 
41 Ibid. 
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alleged biased reportage. Undertaking a research on the report of the conflicts discussed 
in this thesis or other conflicts in Niger, Ghana, or Cameroon is a desirable research 
proposal. Do they orchestrate ethnic and religious hatred for hidden interests or do they 
report fairly, objectively and professionally?  
7.4.8 sw Connection with Sfism and other groups 
Although the practicability of researching the linkage between the sw and Sfism 
including other Islamic groups who had contacts with Kano during its pre-orthodoxy days 
and even to the present would be challenging and frustrating, it is nevertheless a proposal 
that could be attempted. Although elements of the Sfs’ perceptions of Jesus are more 
pronounced, the sw perceptions of Jesus are also dotted by elements from Shi’ism, 
Ahmadiyya, modern Muslim literature, popular Islam, etc. A comparative study of the 
sw and Sfism, but also including these other groups, with particular reference to 
history and the perceptions of Jesus needs to be undertaken to ascertain the connection 
between the sw and these groups. What impact, if any, have Sf s' as well as these 
groups’ views of Jesus and Muhammad had on the sw?  Additionally, the resources 
accessible to the researcher on popular or folk Islam was at best scanty. Given the fact 
that Jesus occupies an important position in Islamic mysticism, it would be beneficial to 
examine the writings from these traditions, and even do a thorough field research among 
Nigerian Muslims including one or two other Muslim dominated African countries to 
determine whether new or a broadened representation of Jesus will be unraveled or not. 
This would also possibly throw more like in understanding the sw peculiarities.  
Addressing these questions and many more similar ones is legitimate if the desired 
peaceful co-existence between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria, being the crux of the 
research, is to be achieved. There can hardly be peace in the absence of facing a situation 
squarely for what it is. The (re)discovery of Jesus as a fundamental common point of 
reference in Christian and Muslim religious thought as exemplified by the sw will go a 
long way in reversing the status quo. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 JESUS’ TITTLE IN THE QUR’N   
 
                        Title                                            Qur’n 
1.  A word from God, his (God’s)                3:34, 39, 40, 45            
      Word (Kalimah)                                      4:169, 171                  
2.   A word of truth (Qawl Al –Haqq)            19:34, 35                  
3.   The truth from your Lord                         3:53, 60                  
      (Al-Haqq) 
4.    A spirit form God (Rh)                          4:169, 171              
                                                                           19:17; 21:91                                                                
5.   The Messiah (Al-Mash)                           3:40, 45                  
                                                                          4:156, 157              
6.    Apostle (Messenger)(Rasl)                    2:81, 87, 254        
                                                                          253; 3:43,49     
7.   Prophet (Nab)                                      2:130, 136                 
                                                                         4:161, 163                 
8.   Servant of God (‘Abd Allh)                  4:170, 172                  
                                                                        19:31, 30                      
9.   Son of Mary (Ibn Maryam)                    3:40, 45                      
                                                                        4:157, 171 
10.  Witness on Resurrection                        4:45, 41, 157                          
        Day (Shahd).                                         159, 5:117 
11.  Witness of (over) the people                   5:120, 117                 
 
12.   Mercy from us (God) (Rahmah)           19:21                         
      
13. Bearer of Wisdom (Hikmah)                   43:63                         
 
14.  Knowledge of the Hour (‘llm)                43:61                           
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15.  Sign to all beings (Ayah)                           3:44, 50, 19:21            
                                                                          21:91  
16.  Sign of the Hour (Judgement Day)        23:50                             
                                                                                                               
17.  An Example (a pattern)                           43:57, 59                         
       (Mathal)        
18. The Miracle Worker                                   3:49                              
                                                                                                               
19.  Revelation to Mankind (Ayah)                19:21                              
 
20. The One to be followed                             3:61                               
  
21.  The one to be Obeyed                            3:44/50           
                                                                                               
22. Giver (Bringer) of Good Tidings             61:6                
                                                                                                                          
23.  One of the Righteous                                3:39, 46                            
       (min al-Salihin)                                                                               
24. The knowledgeable in                                3:43, 48                           
       Scriptures                                                   5:109, 110                      
25.  The like of Adam                                       3:59                             
        (Mathal Adam) 
26.  The Faultless (Holy, most                           19:19                             
       Pure ) son (Zakiyy)                                                                            
27. One of the Closest to God                             3:41, 41                         
       (Min al- Muqarrabn)                                   7:114                      
28. High Honored (Eminent) in                           3:40, 45                         
       This word & hereafter (Wajh)                                                          
29 The  Blessed One (Mubrak)                          19:31                       
                                                                                                                   
30. The Favored One                                            43:59                            
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31.  The One Confirmed (Strengthened)            2:81, 87, 254                   
With the Holy Spirit (Rh Al-Qudus)                   2: 53 
 
32. The Noble; Lordly (Sayyid)                             3:39                              
 
33.  The Chaste (Hasr)                                           3:39                           
 
34.  A Man Peace (Salm)                                    19:34/33                  
                                                                                                                    
35. A Perfect Man (Sawiyyan)                                 19:17 
   
These Qur’nic references follow the numbering of two editions of the Holy Qur’n. 
1. Arthur J. Arberry, The Qur’n Interpreted (London: Oxford University Press, 1964) 
2. Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Koran (Lagos: 
Islamic Publications Bureau, nd.) 
 
The Publisher: 
Babs Mala Publications (BMP) AGS/Pastor Sam Babs Mala, Department of Religious 
Studies, University of Ibadan, Ibadan, Nigeria. 
See van C. Wyk and H. Hoga, “The sw  Disciples of Jesus…” 1997, pp. 72-73. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
SW  VILLAGE LOCATIONS, LEADERS (SOME) AND POPULATION 
ESTIMATES 
 
In the course of my field research, different informants gave me different estimates of 
their villages. Although the estimates were very conflicting, one was amazed at how the 
respondents were able to name the villages and names of some of the leaders of these 
sw  settlements without any prior notice. The estimates ranged from 86 to about 170 
villages. After much comparison, I finally arrived at the under-listed 167 villages 
covering 9 northern states apart from those sw  settlers in towns other than their places 
of origins. Many among these are descendants of those who became Christians due to the 
influence of Walter Miller in Zaria as we have shown. It is increasingly becoming a trend 
to find sw  men is some commercial centers across the country in search of livelihood. 
Few have taken permanent residents while most return home after every three months for 
what they call Kwana dawa, when every male is suppose to be with his family as earlier 
noted. They have the most settlements/villages in Jigawa, followed by Kano, Bauchi, 
Yobe, Kaduna, Borno, Katsina and Adamawa and Sokoto with one settlement each. 
Although the interview focused only on fewer than ten villages in three states, Bauchi, 
Jigawa and Kano, I was able to confirm over 20 villages by visiting them. The other 
village names come from reliable sources. There are many villages with the same name 
and I have tried to differentiate them by listing the villages according to states. From all 
indications, one expects the sw  villages to continue to increase in number since the 
sw  are often on the move looking for new farm land. It is not unusual to have a small 
group move to a new place to start a village, often named after the village of origin. 
People who live near the sw  are sometimes attracted to their way of life, and after 
accepting their lifestyle, join the village. The sw  help each other, they take care of the 
community which is a closed knit society. It offers security and religious practice on a 
deeper level, which is all very attractive when compared to the often superficial lifestyle 
of African Islam. The level of loyalty among the youth, and the refusal to allow girls to 
marry other than sw  men retains the internal growth of the community. Further, new 
members are given farm land and everyone helps to build the compound for those 
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families. It is therefore certain that the sw  communities will continue to increase in 
population. 
 
There are rumors of sw  villages north of Kano across the border into Niger but I was 
unable to confirm its reliability. The SUM-CRC Nigeria research team indicated how 
impossible it was when they tried to confirm this from persons from Niger. The villages 
in Nigeria are normally separated from Muslim or Maguzawa villages by 3 to 5 
kilometers due to reasons stated already. All sw  communities are homogeneous in 
term of religion and lifestyle except where they are part of a larger community such as 
the locations in Ningi town. 
 
From my research I present a conservative population estimate of about 1 to 1.5 million 
sw  people in Nigeria. 
 
As indicated in the introductory part of this chapter, a cautionary note needs not be 
overemphasized. Because the sw  are very sensitive when it comes to their location 
and the names of the leaders of their communities, one would only wish that the 
document be used with utmost care. This caution is beneficial not just for the immediate 
but also for posterity as the work among the sw  is still in its infancy stage. 
  
 
Bauchi 
 
Villages/Location                             Leader                                Population Estimates 
 
1. Sindimina  
2. Jirgagu,                                         Mallam Hamadu                            9 671 
3. Kangoro 
4. Bunga 
5. Tubula/Alaranmu                         Mallam Ilyiasu 
6. Dogon Ruwa  
7. Gwada                                         Mallam Idris,                                      700 
8. Malamawa                                   Mallam Adamu                               6 908  
9. Ningi                                           Mallam Musa                                   1 382 
10. Masaye? 
11. Tukuda? 
12.  Pinua Bauchi 
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13. Kwangwaro 
14. Kwanguwar Sabowa 
15. Sangaya 
16. Rakijiwa 
17. Iraki 
18. Kanaka 
19. Garin                                          Mallam Inusa 
 
Jigawa  
 
20. Bichi ta Bordo/Taura                 Mallam Ibrahim                               8 290 
21. Umurni                                       Mallam Musa                                     700 
22. Maje  
23.Pagentsamiya                              Mallam Idris Ibrahim 
24. Babban Tsara                                                                                         700 
25. Nasarawa Jigawa                       Mallam Haruna                                3 454 
26. Yan Damo  
27. Kwangwaran  
28. Dan Zomo Jigawa/ Gumel         Mallam Musa                                   9 671 
29. Jiwa  
30. Yan Damo  
31. Garin Gada  
32. Jikai Jigawa 
33. Dakai Yawa  
34. Kwaire  
35. Dansure Jigawa/Kazaure           Mallam Abdul Samadu 
36. Masare 
37. Takai  
38. Kurki  
39. Malamawan Dare  
40. Buduma  
41. Shukuma Jigawa/Jahun 
42. Chukuma Jigawa 
43. Tudu Jigawa/ Garki LGA 
44. Makangawa                              Mallam Ysufu (Brother of Ilyiasu, Dikkawa) 2 073  
45. Masari Jigawa 
46. Rafin Ganj Jigawa/ Kora 
47. Tsai dawa  
48. Kanya  
49. Galma Jigawa/ Tsabane                Mallam Muhamman 
50. Rimin Gado                                  Mallam Umaru Mai Kujera 
51. Bakin Gawa                                  Mallam Musa Iliya 
52. Langomi, Dutse                                                                                      6 908 
53. Dutse Jigawa/Dutse 
54. Dan Bagaji Jigawa/Doka               Mallam Sule 
55. Garin Ganji                                    Mallam Yakubu 
 455
56. Nareji Jigawa/ Sabon Dutse 
57. Zayi Jigawa/ Dutse Gadawur            Mallam Haruna 
58. IllAllh Jigawa/ Kacha 
59. Mallamu  
60. Darass  
61. Dutsawa 
62. Dansa 
63. Jigawa Dadi 
64. Makurda 
65. Sheri 
66. Baure Kelo 
67. Malali 
68. Taura 
69. Fagen Samiya 
70. Katurge 
71. Baban Tsara 
72. Najuanta 
73. Naraji 
74. Garin Tajera 
75. Mundigel 
76. Ruwa Kasa 
77. Yar Daji 
78. Makada 
79. Arengi 
80. Dogon Ruwa 
 
Kano  
 
81. Gurjiya Kano/ Tudun Wada 
82. Langwami Kano /Takai LGA                    Mallam Isaku                               13 816 
83. Bataiya, Mallam Hamadu, 9 671 
84. Dan Duraman Kano/Kwana Dan Gora,     Mallam Iliya S.                              4 145 
85. Asayi Kano/Bichi 
86. Rano  Kano 
87. Atahiya Kano/Albasu LGA 
88. Kabawa Kano                                           Mallam Muhammadu 
89. Birji Kano, Mallam Yakubu 
90. Kubulawa  Kano/Dawaki Kudu                Mallam Hamadu                          13 814 
91. Masari Kano/North 
92. Unguwar Gabas Kano/Masari                  Mallam Ismaila Dogo 
93. Unguwar Tsakiya                                     Mallam Inusa Dan Mai 
94. Unguwar Tsadare                                     M.allam Ishiaka Tsadare 
95. Unguwar Tsirki                                        Mallam Shuaibu Tsalei 
96. Ungu. Kan Burtali                                    Mallam Sulai Kori 
97. Unguwar Kwali                                        Mallam Ismailu Jikan 
98. Malamawa Kano/ Palgore                        Mallam Ibrahim                          6 908 
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99. Daurayi Kano/ North 
100. Dan Kadai Kano 
101. Sabuwan Kaura  
102. Seyeh  
103. Sauni  
104. Rimi  
105. Fagwalawa 
106. Murga 
107. Kadagi 
108. Knutun Hansu 
109. Mombila 
110. Dariya 
111. Tudun na Gijada 
112. Giginyu 
113. Dan Bagaji 
114. Kwanan Dangwora 
115. Sameku 
116. Tsurutawa 
117. Illala 
118. Sharadda 
119. Maji 
 
 
Kaduna 
 
120. Garin Mallam Shetu 
121. Garin Nahaji 
122. Garin Mallam Shaidu 
123. Garin Dan Sokoto  
124. Nasarawa Daji Kaduna/ sabon Kaura                                                           553 
125. Mambila                                                   Mallam Ysufu                            700  
126. Farar Hula  
127. Maman                                                                                                          553 
128. Mugura Kaduna 
129. Langomi Kaduna/Gedege                       Mallam Dan Ladi                          276 
130. Kufan Dariya Kaduna/Ruwai 
131. Dikko Kaduna/Garki 
132. Wallowa  
133. Katsalla  
 
Katsina 
 
134. Tsaki Jiki 
135. Dukawa 
136. Marke 
137. Dikkawa Katsina/ Matazu                       Mallam Iliyasu                        2 763 
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138. Bangaren Katsina Tudan Ginu 
139. Lafiya Bari Bari Nassarawa? 
 
Borno 
 
140. Muguram 
141. Kango 
142. Gamaja 
143. Garin Alkali 
144. Jikanshi 
145. Kworan Kango 
146. Garin Mallam Ado 
147. Lata 
148. Shafatani 
 
Yobe 
 
149. Mugaran Yobe /Gir Gir LGA 
150. Garin Salha Yobe 
151. Kango Yobe 
152. Njuwa Birnin Kudu                                 Mallam Abdul Azizi 
153. Zauja „ 
154. Yargangi 
155. Tashin waduni 
156. Yaryasa 
157. Dogon Kawo 
158. Dogon Inji 
159. Marmara 
160. Sumana 
161. Dabaka 
162. Yalwa 
163. Kurujuwa 
164. Yan Gefe 
165. Debekeri 
 
Adamawa 
 
166. Lafiya Lamurdi Adamawa/Numan 
 
Sokoto 
 
167. Magura Sokoto/ ? 
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APPENDIX C 
 
Field Research in Nigeria on the sw  and their Perception of Jesus, October 2008-
Feb/March 2009 
 
I am Chentu Dauda Nguvugher, a Ph. D research student in the Faculty of Theology, 
University of Rostock, Germany. As part of the requirements for the award of Ph. D in 
Theology, I am required to turn in a written dissertation in the area of my specialization 
(Islamic Studies). Although in its wider scope, my dissertation discusses Islamic 
Christologies and Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria as its bases, particular reference 
is focused on the sw  and their perception of Jesus. As a religious community which 
lives on the fringes of two competing religions: Christianity and Islam, the sw  
movement represents a suitable case study within the Nigerian context bearing in mind its 
role and non-involvement in the inter-religious disturbances witnessed in Nigeria over the 
years. The aim of the dissertation is not only for the award of an academic degree but the 
researcher hopes that the practical benefits of the whole endeavor would result in 
fostering mutual co-existence, a panacea for sustainable development in the context of 
Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria. This questionnaire therefore aims at analysing 
sw ’s views of Jesus and what impact their perception of Jesus has had or might have, 
given the right environment, on inter-religious relations in Nigeria. Although the 
researcher does not rule out the possibility of unearthing additional secondary sources on 
the historical development of the movement through oral interview, the absence of 
emphasis on the historical development of the sw  movement in the questionnaire is 
intentional as the possibility of getting reliable information on the history through 
interview is extremely slim, if not impossible. The historical part is therefore to be mostly 
based on secondary sources. 
 
The semi-structured open-ended questionnaire is aimed at maximizing or extracting 
possible details that would have eluded closed-ended questionnaire. Although the 
category of respondents will include your immediate neighbours, the focus of the 
interviews is strictly with the sw  themselves. Random but guided oral interviews will 
be conducted among religious and community leaders as well as other members of the 
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community cutting across all ages. Participant observation will also be used as a method 
of obtaining information.   
 
I shall be very grateful if you will answer the questions to the best of your knowledge and 
experience. I assure you that all information will be treated with the high confidentiality 
deserved. 
 
Questionnaire 
 
A. Demographical information 
 
- Gender (a) Male (b) Female 
- How old are you? 
- What is your status within the sw  community? etc 
 
B. The “sw ”  
 
- Are you aware of any written document on the sw ? 
- Why are you called “sw ”? 
- Do you like the term “sw ”? 
- If yes, why? 
- If no, how would you like to be called and why? 
- What is the numerical strength of the sw  and where do they live? 
 
 
 Religious Life 
 
-How important is religion to you? 
- Is the sw  movement a missionary religion? 
- If yes, are you involved in proselytizing? 
-If no, why not? 
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- What religious rituals do you observe or practice and why? (eg. Sacred days or 
holidays, ancestral worship, libation, Qur’nic meditation with reference to Jesus, 
prayers, almsgiving, sacrifices, initiations of new members etc) 
- Does religion shape the way you see yourself and your worldview in general? 
- In your own assessment, to what extent is religion taken seriously in Nigeria?  
- What do you think about the way people practice different religions in Nigeria? Etc 
    - What would you describe as the basic beliefs of the “sw ”? 
 
a. Jesus 
 
- What place does Jesus occupy in your religious life? 
- Who is sw  Jesus? 
- Apart from Qur’nic representations of Jesus, are you aware of other oral stories 
regarding his miraculous beginning and workings, titles, death and second return? 
- Is he divine or human? 
- Mention and discuss the most important Qur’nic references on Jesus you know, or 
- What is your understanding of the Christian concept of the Trinity? 
- According to the following Qur’nic references: surat al-bagara (2:87, 105-113, 116, 
136, 211-253), surat al-imran (3:3-4, 18-19, 35-63), surat al-nisaa (4: 46-48, cf. 116, 
55-56,157-159, 160, 162, 170-172), surat al-maida (5:1, 12-19, 26, 36-37, 43-46, 65-
66, 70-77, 104-120), sura 21:26-29; and 23:91,117, surat al-an’am (6:85), surat al-
tauba or baraat (9: 30-31), sura 13:16; 17:3; 18:50-52; 33:7; 42:13; 43:57-64; 57:29-
30, surat maryam (19:4-35, 88) and sura 61:4, 6-8, what is your understanding 
regarding passages of Jesus’ birth, ministry and mission, miracles, titles, divinity, 
crucifixion and second return? 
- What impact does your understanding or belief about Jesus have on your life? 
- To be specific, what does it mean to refer to Jesus as a clear sign from God and an 
apostle to humanity? 
- How do you understand the depiction that he was strengthened with the Holy Spirit 
and what is the Holy Spirit? 
- What clear signs did Jesus display as stressed in the verses? 
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- What is your belief about miracles (eg. Divine healing) and how do you view Jesus’ 
miracles (miracles of healing, creating, raising of the death etc ) in relation to magic?  
- Do you seek healing through the name of Jesus? Explain 
- What is your perception of Mary in relation to other women in the Qur’n?  
-How do you view the assertion that Jesus spoke in defense of his mother as an 
infant? 
- Which book was Jesus given and why? What do you know about the book? 
- What is your understanding of hell fire and who will be cast therein? 
- What is your understanding regarding the controversies surrounding the crucifixion 
of Jesus? 
- Do you see any comparison between the suffering on the cross with what become of 
your founder, Mallam Ibrahim, who was publicly executed for his beliefs? 
- How does what happened to Jesus and Mallam Ibrahim spur you as an sw  
today? 
- What will be the role of Jesus in his second coming? 
- What is your understanding of Jesus’ dependence on God as opposed to those who 
claim that “God is Christ the Son of God”? 
- In what ways is Jesus a model or an example to you? (eg. Moral conduct, prayer life 
etc) 
- What would constitute blasphemy to you as depicted in some of the stated 
references? 
-What is the place of Jesus in the hierarchy of other prophets? 
- What is your understanding in view of the traditional Muslim interpretations of 
Jesus? 
- What special titles do you accord to Jesus and why?  
- Is there any aspect regarding your religious persuasion that you consider unique 
with particular reference to Jesus that you wish other religious groups could emulate? 
Etc 
 
(b) God 
 
 462
- Who is God? (His nature and attributes, eg. Transcendence, immanence, holiness, 
justice etc) 
- What is the relationship between God and Jesus? 
- How can you reconcile his transcendence with his immanence or omnipresent? 
- What is your understanding regarding his unity and Christian concept of Trinity 
including African polytheistic beliefs? 
- How does your belief in God affect your perception of history? (eg. Creation myths 
and general worldview etc) 
- What is his relationship to the universe, humans etc? 
- What is your understanding regarding His holiness in contrast to His love, grace and 
mercy? Etc 
 
(c) Angels (Malaika) and other Supernatural Beings 
- Do you belief in the existence of angels and other supernatural beings? 
- Does the Qur’n teach about angels, spirits and Holy Spirit? 
- Do you have any cultural belief about angels and spirits apart from what the Qur’n 
teaches? 
- Who is Satan and how does he operate? 
-What role(s) do angels and spirits play in your religion and everyday life? 
 
(d) Man 
 
- To whom does man own his existence? 
- Why was man created and how would you describe his relationship with his creator?  
- How has God revealed himself to man and why? 
- What is your understanding of sin and what is its remedy? 
- Concerning man’s salvation, what is your understanding regarding God’s sovereign 
providence, predestination and reprobation? 
-What is death and how is that seen in the sw  community? 
- What will happen after death? 
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(e) The Qur’n and the Bible 
 
- What is the place of the Qur’n and the Bible in your religion? 
- Do you use other books like commentaries and traditions (Sunna) other than the 
Qur’n? If no, why? 
 
Worship  
- Describe your religious worship highlighting its similarities and differences with 
Islamic worship if any.  
 
 Socio-Cultural and economic life 
- Describe the occupational and everyday village life of the sw : 
a. Occupation 
b. Literacy level 
c. Housing 
e. Clothing 
d. Food 
f. Health 
g. Marriage 
h. Sex role and responsibilities 
I. Age grade and responsibilities etc 
- Examples of questions 
- What do you do for a living? 
- As a farming community, are there any rituals associated with agricultural 
practices? (eg. Planting, harvest etc) 
- How would you describe the literacy level of the sw ? 
- How would you describe the level of basic amenities in the sw  communities like 
housing, clothing, food health care etc? 
- Eg, how is sickness viewed and what remedies are often sought? 
- How does your being an sw  affect your views on social issues? For example: 
- Relationships or Friendships: 
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- Are there class differences or social strata within the sw  community?  
- What is the status of men and women within the sw  community? 
- What moral standards or ethical principles are expected from every member of the 
sw  community? (eg. Men, women, boys, girls, age groups etc) 
- How are friendships built and sustained? 
- Can you describe the procedures of engagement and marriage within the sw  
community? 
-Birth and everyday life? 
- How is the birth of new children received and how is barrenness viewed including 
its remedy? 
- What role do the living dead play in the day-to-day life of the community? 
- Crime and punishment: 
- How is crime and punishment handled within the sw  community? 
 
 Political Life 
- What does your religion say about leadership? 
- Is there any legacy your leaders are expected to emulate from the founding fathers 
of the sw  movement? (eg. Mallam Ibrahim) 
- What does your religion say about how you choose your leaders? 
- Could you describe the leadership structure within the sw  community? 
- Does your religion allow sw  members to be involved in circular politics or to 
discuss it? 
- Do you have any official policy on politics? 
- What do you think about mixing religion and politics? 
- Does your religion allow people who are not of the same faith to rule over you? 
- How does it affect you if the person in power is not from the sw  community? 
- Is it any different when the leader is from within the sw  community? 
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Relationship with Neighbors 
 
- Who do you consider your neighbour? 
- How has your perception of Jesus affected your relationship with your non-sw  
neighbours? (eg. Cultural festivities, Inter-marriages, commercial relations, political 
allegiances (like submission to authority, paying of taxes etc) and religious worship). 
-How would you describe your relationship with them? 
- What is your opinion about how you think your neighbours view you and how has 
that influence your own perception of them? 
- Have you suffered any social, economic, political and religious discrimination from 
your neighbours? 
- Have you had any instance of civic disturbance or dispute as a result of such acts? 
(eg. Marriage, land, chieftaincy matters, religious structures or observance etc) 
- What is your opinion about the incessant crises that have wrecked Christian-Muslim 
relations in Nigeria? 
- What do you think is responsible for the lack of involvement by the sw  in the 
religious crises witnessed so far? 
- What do you think are the factors behind the crises and what do you think is the way 
forward? 
- Is your faith influence by other external factors outside the sw  family? 
- Are you aware of any religious group within or outside the country that you would 
describe as being in partnership with the sw  movement? 
- Do you have any additional comment? etc 
 
Neighbors Perception of the sw  
 
-What is your perception of the sw  people as a group? 
- Why do call them sw ? 
- Are they known by other names? 
- Do they like to be called sw  or do they have their preference? 
- How would you describe your day-to-day relationship with them?  
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- Are their instances they discriminate against you? (eg. During social gatherings or 
cultural festivities, inter-marriages, religious gatherings etc) 
- What positive impact have the sw  had on you?  
- What do you dislike about them? 
- What do you know about their religious life with particularly reference to Jesus and 
what is your opinion about that? 
- Has there been any occasion of dispute between you? If yes, why and how was it 
settled? 
- Do you have any recommendation you wish to make regarding any aspect of their 
life? 
-Do you have any further comment? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
